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The man in the pinstripe suit watched as the sun set behind the ferris wheel. It cast the dirt field around him 
in deep orange and yellow, reflecting from the banners that hung to the side. Banners made from the same 


sleek, red and black striped fabric as his suit. 


He tilted his hat forward, over his eyes, blocking the glare from the sun. It died before him, every night, born 
again every morning in an infuriating cycle. It frustrated him. He was the lord of his surroundings, god to his 
followers, the end all and be all in his own private world, but the bustle of the world outside remained. It 
eluded his grasp, slipping through his fingers as surely as the sun slipped below the horizon at the end of 
every day. 


"Boss," a voice coughed to his left, the muted clearing of one's through. It announced it's presence delicately, 
standing tall and lanky, resplendent and gaudy in it's red and white striped blazer. 


"What is it, Shuman?" the boss answered, still watching the sun from his post at the edge of the Carnival. 
Shuman cleared his throat again, his voice hoarse. An unfortunate side-effect of his chosen occupation..they all 
paid their own price. 


"The boys, boss. They're getting restless. Slow trade'll do wicked things to the mind." 


The boss sighed, leaning forward on his cane, fingers curling around the silver clown's head, nails scratching at 


hollow eyes. 


| know. Don't think, Shuman, that | don't know what this place does to a man's mind," he paused, scraping the 
tip of the cane through the dry, desert sand. No place for a Carnival. 


Silence reigned, albeit briefly, as the boss and the slim man stood in the fading light. Shuman cleared his throat 


again, awkwardly attempting to prompt conversation. 
"Why does it do that?" the boss asked, sudden and surprising. Shuman frowned. 
"Do what, boss?" 


"That," he lifted the cane, motioning towards the sun. "Every damned day. Up, and down. Up, and down. Like a 


whore's ass, up and down, every day." 
Shuman frowned, removing his straw hat and pushing a hand through his greasy, lank hair. He shrugged. 


"Just the way it is, isn't it? Don't ask me ‘bout the sun and the moon, boss. All | know is my job during the 
day, and my bed at night." 


The boss smiled, swinging his cane in a half-circle and tucking it under his arm, turning away from the setting 


sun in a temporary surrender of his curiosity. 
"The boys are getting anxious, you say? Fine. Send out the geek Let him off his leash, we'll see what happens." 
Shuman clapped once, rubbing his hands together and grinning. It was a shark's grin, a scorpion's grin. 


"Yessir, Mr van Leeuwen, sir," he winked, turning on heel and walking away, his hands rubbing together as 
though his plans would ignite between his palms. 


The boss smiled. The sun rose, and fell,and carried on through it's infuriating routine. At the Carnival, they had 


a routine of their very own. 


eR 


Long held a hand over his eyes, frowning up at the sky. How could the sun be setting already? It couldn't have 


been any more than an hour since they'd climbed their way out onto the roof. 
"Hey," he turned his head slight, stretching his legs out over the cobbled roof. No reply. 


"Hey, Chris," Again, no reply. Chris sat several feet away, textbook precariously balanced on one knee, a pad of 
paper on the other. He tapped a pencil against the side of his cheek. 


"Chris!" 


"Mmm?" he urned, finally, frowning at Long as though he'd just noticed the other's presence. "What? Shit, is it 
dark already..?" 


Lorg rolled his eyes, standing slowly and reaching out with one hand, steadying himself on the gutter above the 
window. 


"Come on, man. That's enough fucking theory of logarithm for one day. | still dont get why you took that 


class..." 


Chris shrugged, folding the pad inside of the textbook and tucking the pencil behind one ear, reaching for Long's 
hand. 


"Space filler. It was either that, or the history of women's studies. You and Oli took the last two seats." 
"Hah. Hah fucking hah," Long arched an eyebrow, grasping Chris by the wrist and pulling him to his feet. The 
ledge outside or the lounge window had become their favorite place to escape the rest of the campus, either 
with beer in hand, or texts of theory and practice. 

"Oli took the last two. One for him, one for his uterus." 

Chris laughed, stepping awkwardly on a loose shingle and slipping. He yelped, jerking backwards and lifting one 
arm, throwing himself off-balance and falling. Long's fingers tightened around his wrist, pulling him close and 


shoving him against the window, his other hand swinging around and catching him by the belt. 


"Fuck! Careful, you fucking idiot!" he hissed, watching as the pencil fell from Chris's ear, sliding down over the 
roof and falling to shatter on the sidewalk below. Chris gasped, fingers white-knuckled as he clung to Long. 


Shit.holy shit, dude, | nearly fucking fell.” 


Long rolled his eyes, his grip firm and cautious until Chris had been forced boldly through the window and onto 
the floor of the lounge. He followed, flicking the latch shut and tossing the books to the ground. 


"You're welcome. You were nearly pavement jam, man. They'd send you back to your mum in a jar.” 


"She'd probably like that," Chris snorted, standing and dusting himself off, fluttering his hands in a fairly 
accurate impression of his mother. "Oooh, | told him not to go to America with those two hooligans! Plenty of 


good schools over here, | said! And now my boy is jam!" 


Long laughed, heading towards the kitchen of the tiny, grimy apartment, wrenching open the fridge as Oli made 
his way up the stairs. The tell-tale thumping of heavy boots usually announced his arrival. 


"Oil" he grinned, throwing himself down on the couch, lifting a thick handful of curly hair from his face, pushing 


it back. He was holding a crumples pad of paper under one arm. "Its raining mathematical fucking theory out 


there!" 


Chris snorted, taking the pad and tossing it near a pile books, missing by several feet. 


"Yeah, sorry. Almost had a tragic accident on the roof. Death from above is all that fucking class if worth, 


anyway..." 


"lIl say," Oli nodded, catching a soda as Long re-entered from the kitchen, dispensing beverages with a smooth 
underarm toss. "I don't know why you even take that..” 


"Because you're a girl. Thats why." 

Oli wrinkled his nose, lifting a hand to begin his confused protest before something obviously occurred to him. 
The shift in his expression was obvious, his eyed widened and his lips split into a huge grin. Long sighed, and 
Chris shrunk back into his tattered bucket seat. An expression like that only ever led to trouble. 

"So. You going to ask exactly just what | did with my evening?" 

“Shouldn't we be asking who you did, with your evening’ Chris asked, grinning and receiving an amused pat on 
the shoulder from Long. The taller, lankier member of the three stuck close to Chris's side, his hands still 


shaking a little. The incident on the roof could have easily turned tragic. If the worst had happened.. 


He shook his head, banishing the thoughts. Couldn't happen. He, Oli and Chris had made the trip to LA together, 


lived together, grown together like brothers. There was no considering such a morbid possibility. 


"Okay. Fine - I'll bite," he cleared his throat, holding his arms up in a dramatic gesture. “Oliver! What, pray tell, 
did you do this evening!" 


Oli leaned in, his eyes shining with mischief and malice. Chris bit at his lower lip, waiting on tenter-hooks for 
the next reveal. It could very well determine just how much sleep and studying was to be done over the next 
week. 


"Fucked some tart, down by the women's club. Some feminist love. Tight litle arse.." 


Long pressed the heel of one hand against his forehead, turning and heading for the kitchen once more. Chris 
sighed. 


"That's all? You bagged some slut? Forgive me if | don't exactly fall over and die of shock." 


Oli huffed, folding his arms over his chest like a petulant child, kicking weakly at the thick leg of a low, wooden 
table. 


"Not just some slut. Some feminist slut. You know why that's so good? Huh? Why it was such a fucking great 
lay?" 


"Because feminists fuck like they have something to prove!" Long yelled from the kitchen, bent over in front of 
the fridge once more. Oli's face fell, and Chris hooted with laughter as Long re-appeared once more, sandwich 
in hand. 

"You said that last week." 

"Oh." 

Oli shrugged, brushing off the spectacular crash-and-burn of his latest escapade. Instead, he distracted 
himself by digging around his pockets, eventually, and with great fanfare, producing a set of keys. Chris leaned 
forward, his attention well and truly caught. 

"What, exactly, are those?" 


Oli jingled the keys, as though he were planing with a kitten, or tempting a smile from a crying baby. 


"Did you steal a car?" Long frowned, handing the remains of his sandwich to Chris, wiping a yellow smear of 


Piccadilly relish on the side of his jeans. Oli grinned, wolfish and cunning. 


"Nope. Didn't need to. Miss Women's Rights is off to some rally this weekend, and she said | could look after 
her Daddy's truck for her. Fancy a soirée into the desert, boys?" 


Long glanced down at Chris, his eyes wide and impressed. Chris turned to Oli, a slow smile spreading across his 
lips. 


"Exactly how good of a shag are you?" 
Oli winked, standing and pocketing the keys, nabbing a slice of corned beef from inside Chris's sandwich. 


"Keep growing your pretty hair out, Christopher, and one day you just may find out. Get your coats, lads. Its 


time for an adventure." 
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By the time they'd made their way out of the city, and into the desert, the display on the dashboard read, in 
blinking neon numbers, that it was well past one in the morning. The truck, which Oli had procured less with his 


wits and more with his hips, had come as..somewhat as a surprise to the other two. 


"Feminist, you say?" Chris had frowned, casting his eyes over the chrome wheels, black finish, and white racing 


stripes. Oli had shrugged. 


"Yeah. He dad owns some kind of chop-shop in the city. | think She had this weird hemp bra thing, and | wasn't 


really listening." 

No more had been said about it, the radio had picked up a strong signal and good music had flooded the four- 
person cab. The three were lost to the desert, driving a dark road through yellow hills, cast in black by the 
night. 

"Hey." Chris had broken the silence between the three of them, turning down the radio and tapping Oli on the 
shoulder. The clock blinked three am and the radio had descended into static, broken occasionally by bursts of 
aman talking quickly in a language they didn't understand. 

"Do you see that?" 

Long stirred, sitting up in the front passenger seat and groaning, his neck stiff from the awkward angle. 

"See what?" 

Chris reached past, leaning into the front of the cab and pointing to the side of the road. 


‘Is that.is there a guy out there? Yeah! Fuck, dude, there's a guy out there, on the side of the road!" 


Oli frowned, slowing the truck down to half speed. Long sat bolt upright. 


"What the fuck are you doing? Speed up, Oli! 
Chris glanced at his friend, eyebrows creasing in confusion and he leaned back against his own seat. 
"What? What do you mean, slow down?" 


"Uh, is it not obvious?" Long turned, twisting in his own seat and arching his eyebrows. "Man. Side of the road. 
Desert. This is California, Christopher, in America This is not some present side-street in Tottenham, is it?" 


Oli frowned again, glancing back in the rear view mirror. 

"What exactly are you saying?" 

I'm saying he's probably a fucking serial killer!" 

Chris laughed, shaking his head and leaning forward. In one hand, he held a long, slim iron pipe. 


"Here. | found this under the seat. If he turns out to be a serial killer, we'll clock him on the back of the head 
and drive like a bat of of hell. He probably just has a flat tire. Deal?" 


Long folded his arms over his chest, sinking back into the chair and shrugging. 
"Fine. But he sits in the back, with you." 


Oli grinned, pulling to the side of the road and slowing down as they approached the figure. He was sitting with 
his back against a signpost, arms folded over his lap. Long swore softly, shrinking back 


"He's got a beard, man. A fucking pointy beard" 


"Oi," Oli scowled, arching an eyebrow and rubbing at his chin. A week's worth of untamed stubble was slowly 
but surely making a seige for control of his face. "You got something against beards?" 


Long rolled his eyes, winding down the window and leaning back as Oli all but climbed into his lap, sticking his 


head out into the cold desert night. 

"Hey! You stuck, buddy?" 

The man nodded, climbing to his feet and leaning against the cab of the truck. Chris peered at him from the 
back window. He was bald, stocky, and pale. A long, scraggly beard jutted out from his chin and his torso, bare 


despite the chill in the air, was covered in faded, amateur tattoos. He grinned. 


"Yeah. You wouldn't believe it if | told you... 


Long, eyebrow firmly raised, leaned forward. 
"Try us." 


"Okay," the man shrugged, clearing his throat and wrapping his arms around his chest. In the dim light of the 


car, Long could make out dozens of scars, thin and white, cross-crossing the man's arms and shoulders. 


"| was driving out here with my missus. A little fun in the desert, you know? The thrill of the open air? Well, 


we were doing out thing, and |." 

He shrugged again, a sheepish grin on his face, and he winked. 

"I called out for some other chick. So she pitched a fit, and left me out here. Get it?" 

Oli hooted with delight, almost collapsing into Long's lap as he reached for the door latch. 
"Get in! Fuck, man, that's funny as hell! She leave you with anything?" 

He shook his head, climbing in behind Long and taking the seat beside Chris, nodding a greeting. 


"Nope. Bitch took my car, my phone and my wallet. | know she'll be back in the morning..let her look for me, 


right? Give the cow a scare." 


Oli laughed madly, drumming the steering wheel with his hands and shaking his head. Even Long cracked a smile, 
and Chris slapped the man on the shoulder. 


"Too fucking right!" he grinned, settling back as Oli revved the engine of the truck. "I['m Chris, this is Long, and 
Oli” 


The man nodded, smiling and clapping Long on the shoulder. 

"What are you guys, British ?" 

"Yeah, London We're spending a few years over here at the Universi..uh, College. Engineering, gotta love it." 
"Nice, nice. I'm Nick, by the way. Nick Oliveri." 


Greetings done with, Oli twisted the volume dial on the stereo and the conversation fell into a brief lul. He 


glanced back after a few minutes, catching Nick's smart, twinkling eyes in the mirror. 
"So hey..you live locally? Is there a gas station around here we can drop you off at?" 


Nick shrugged, letting a slow smile grow across his face, rolling his shoulders just nonchalantly enough to gain 


interest. 


"Yeah, you could, | suppose. | actually work out here, and the place is opening soon.you could drop me of, if you 


like." 
Oli nodded, gunning the engine a little as Chris turned to Nick, interested. 


"You work out here? What.like in a factory, or something? | thought it was just desert until you hit Joshua 


Tree..." 
Nick shrugged again, leaning back in the seat and lighting a cigarette, holding it near the open window. 
"There's a Carnival out here, about a half a mile away. Been working the booths there, oh..five years?" 


Oli let out a small squeak of excitement, his fingers growing white-knuckled on the wheel. Long groaned, rolling 


his eyes. 


"I didn't know there was a carnival out here," he replied, glancing back in the mirror. Nick held his eyes for a 


moment's hesitation, before breaking away to suck on the filter of his cigarette. 


"Sure is. De La Luna. She opens for the season, and closes for the cold. You know..we run the rides at about 


five am, just to warm them up. All of the food stands, too. If you guys wanted to have some fun." 


Olis eyes grew to mimic the chrome hubcaps spinning on the wheels outside. Behind him, Chris's fingers dug 


into the leather of the seats. 

"An empty Carnival. With free rides? Are you fucking kidding me?" 

"Fuck no," Nick laughed, taking another rattling drag from the cigarette. "I work in the freak show there, big 
attraction My boss'll be thankful for you three finding me. He's a very, very generous man. So what do you 


say?" 


Oli and Chris, hooting with delight, started to drum on the wheel and seat respectively. Long, stil quiet, 
hesitated. 


"| don't know...” 


Nick leaned forward, resting his hands on Long's shoulders and whispering against his ear. His voice was 


sweeter than it had sounded before, tinkling and lilting with an almost carousel-esque magic to it. 
"There's a burlesque show. The girls need help waking up..they stay up late, you see.” 


Long paused a moment, chewing at his lip before finally giving in. He hung his head forward, grinning and digging 


through his pockets for his own cigarette. 


"Sure. Fuck! Why not, right? How often does a chance like this come along?" 
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Broken Box 
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An AU fic set in a carnival 


Nick drummed his fingers against the back of Long's headrest as the tires of the truck ground over dust and 
asphalt beneath them. 


"Anxious?" Chris glanced to the side, eyebrow raised. Nick laughed, harsh and dog-like, shrugging his skinny 


shoulders. 


"Me? Nah. Just can't believe my luck, you know? | thought | was out here for good, and then you three 


showed up.." 


Long half-turned in his seat, looking back at Chris and Nick. He had something of a smile on his face, although 
his eyes showed nothing but skepticism and doubt. 


"You said you were out here with your girlfriend, right? | would have thought you'd move around a lot..working 


with a carnival and all." 


"Yeah, | do," Nick replied, leaning back and letting his hands fall between his legs. His jeans were dirty, black 
fabric faded and stained with harsh yellow dust. His nails were broken, bitten, worn thin by manual labor, and 
as his mind wandered, Long assumed his fingers would be calloused. 


"But | never said she was my girlfriend, did |? Just my girl. My on-again-off-again. She lives out in Joshua 


Tree, | see her whenever the show's in town. Something of a." 


"Fuck Buddy!" Oli offered, shouting cheerfully from behind the wheel. Nick snorted, reaching forward and patting 


him on the shoulder. 


"That's the one. I'd bet you all have a few of those yourselves, eh? Good looking, exotic college boys like 


yourselves..." 


Chris laughed, shrugging his shoulders with a modest blush on his cheeks. Oli outright agreed, but Long kept 


his composure. 


"lm not much for casual sex." he muttered, watching from the window as the sun broke over the horizon. He 


waited for an answer, assuming the strange carnie behind him would have some witty barb prepared for the 


situation, but nothing came. When he glanced back, he noticed Nick watching the sun with an intense look upon 


his face, a concentration he wouldn't have expected from a bearded, tattooed, half-dressed miscreant. 


"Almost there," he smiled, looking away from the sun and settling back against his seat. "Just over this hill. You 
guys'll love it. De La Luna's a sight to be seen, even when she's empty." 
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Just as Nick had promised, the carnival revealed herself in her full glory, emerging from behind a hill and 
bathing in the slowly growing glow of a new day. Oli let out a long, low whistle, slapping his palms against the 
steering wheel and nodding. 


"Wow. This is where you work?" 
Nick grinned his wolfish grin, leaning forward between the two front seats, nodding. 


"That's her. Carnival De La Luna. Home, sweet home. Look to the left, my friends, they're starting up the 


wheel..." 


Four heads turned, Oli even glancing away from the road for a moment's curiosity, looking for the arch and 
splendor of a Ferris Wheel. Nick hadn't lied, the sun picked out and reflected from thousands of gently 
fluttering flags, each adoring a curving bar of iron, a steadily swinging seat. Ropes were pulled tight, snapping 
into thin, straight lines as the order was given for power and motion. Oli pulled the truck to the side of the 
road, letting it idle a moment as they watched the wheel grind and turn before them. 


It was certainly a site to behold, a thing of such size and weight, assembled by hand. It cast a huge shadow 
over the surrounding desert, and Chris was suddenly struck by the unsettling feeling of it all. Who would come 
this far out into the desert, to go to a carnival? 


He shrugged it off. During his time at school, he'd done stranger things for less reward. Every attraction had 


a target crowd, it was true, and he couldn't say he wouldn't be first in line for such an event. 


"It's beautiful," he smiled, leaning forward and taking in the rest of the carnival. Rides, smaller than the wheel 
but no less impressive, were beginning to take shape. All size and description of people were milling back and 


forth with arms full, weaving through yapping dogs and half-assembled booths. Nick nodded. 


"You should see her close up. Speaking of which, if we go now you can get in a shot at the sideshows..you 


know, before the boss makes his rounds." 


Oli whooped, thudding the heel of his hand against the steering wheel and gunning the engine, pulling off the 
road and kicking up a spray of dust as they drove towards the carnival. 


They pulled up outside a huge iron gateway, decorated with red and black pinstripes. The banner hanging above 
the gates read Carnival De La Luna in swirling, gaudy letters, punctuated with a stylized ferris wheel, and 
laughing clown faces. The faces gave Long a deep feeling of unease, something Oli or Chris would have referred 


to as ‘really fucking dodgy... 

Outside the gates, a man in a red and white striped blazer and a straw boater swept dust from around a 
wooden podium. It seemed like a fairly redundant task, no matter how much he swept away, the early morning 
breeze bought double back to his feet. He eventually gave up, tossing the broom to the ground and removing 
his hat, looking up at the truck and pushing a hair back through dark, wavy hair. 


"Nick?" he frowned, peering forward in the dim light of the sunrise. Nick grinned and nodded, climbing out of 
the back of the truck, followed by Chris. 


"Hey Mikey. Everyone up already?" 
The man in the gaudy blazer, referred to as Mikey, laughed and spread his arms. He walked forward, black 
shoes kicking up dust over white pants, pulling Nick into a huge hug and slapping him across the back of the 


head. 


"Where the hell were you? We thought we'd lost you to the sand, you damn fool. You were off seeing that 


piece of ass again, weren't you?" 
Nick shrugged sheepishly, rubbing the back of his head. 


"Yeah, okay. But | swear, never again. Just make sure it doesn't find its way back to van Leeuwen, right?" He 


gestured back to the truck, where Oli and Long now stood beside Chris. "Got some friends I'd like you to meet" 
Mikey stepped forward, shaking Long, Chris and Olis hands in turn, nodding and smiling as Nick introduced them. 


"This Michael Shuman," Nick continued, slapping his friend on the back and coughing as a cloud of dust erupted 
from the red and white jacket. "He's our Barker." 


"Barker?" Oli frowned, shoving his hands into his jeans and jerking his head sharply forward, his glasses sliding 


from his hair and onto his nose. Long rolled his eyes, and Oli grinned. 
"What's that?" 
Nick moved to answer, opening his mouth before Mikey threw his arms wide, fingers spread. 


"What's that?" he asked, both incredulous and delighted. From behind the podium, he drew a long, thin wicker 
cane. "What's that, | hear you say? Boys, please, allow me to enlighten youl" 


Nick sidled up to the others as Mikey mounted his podium, giving the already tall, lanky man another five feet 


of leverage. 


"Basically," Nick hissed, speaking in hushed tones behind one hand, "it means that he has a powerful set of 
lungs, and doesn't know when to shut his fucking mouth. Might as well indulge him, he's good at what he does." 


Long opened his mouth to reply, before being cut off by the most thunderous, booming voice he'd ever heard. 
"Gentlemen!" Mikey roared, raising the cane above his head and bringing it down against the podium with a 
lightening crack. "Oliver, Christopher, and the so aptly named Long! New friends of our home and mistress, the 
benevolent Carnival De La Luna! We welcome you in, roll up, roll up, one and all! Never mind the early hour, let 
the luck of a new day draw you in! You there..!" 

He pointed at Oli, who, despite being one of the only four people standing before the gate, suddenly felt as 
though he'd been picked out of a crowd of hundreds. He flinched back a little, eyes wide, and gestured at 
himself. Mikey laughed, swirling the cane through the air and holding it level with Olis face. 


"Yes, youl The gentleman with the hair, and the so permanently adorned forearm! You look like a lucky 


man..here, on the house!" 

Mikey reached down for a moment, almost disappearing as he reached behind the podium. He produced a small, 
blue velvet bag that, when tossed into Oli's hands, revealed itself to be full of shiny, golden tokens. Mikey 
cleared his throat, continuing with a grin on his pale, angular face. 

"Never let it be said that we here, at the fair and beautiful De La Luna, are not a generous breed! Now go on, 
go in, go and revel in your heart's desires! No hungry man will leave here unsatisfied, no lonely man will leave 


uncoupled, no miserable man will leave unhappy, and no free man will leave unshackled!" 


He nodded his head once, sharp and triumphant, before climbing down into the shifting, breeze-swept dust. Long 
frowned, catching him by the elbow. 


"Hey..what was that last part?" he asked, eyebrows knitting together as Oli, Chris and Nick cheered and 
applauded. Mikey shrugged and bowed, a broad grin on his face. 


‘It's just a sales pitch, man. Pretty lies tied in red satin bows to get the crowds in" 

Long shook his head, unwilling to let it drop just yet. Something about the carnival wasn't quite sitting well. 
"No, no you said something about..no free man leaving unshackled? What does that mean?" 

Mikey took his hand, lifting it from his jacket and gently patting it, laughing and tipping his hat forward. 


"Not even seven in the morning, and already the desert sun's playing tricks with your mind, my friend! Good 


god, you are English, aren't you?" 

"Come on, Long, drop it. | didn't hear anything except the jingling of free tokens." Oli grinned, slapping him on the 
back and handing him the bag. "Lighten up. It's a free fuckin’ Carnival, with no lines. Doesn't get much better, 
right?" 


Long shrugged, slow and begrudging, before allowing himself half a smile. 


“Alright. Okay, fine. But if this turns out to be some kind of sick Stephen King novel, all of your arses are mine, 
right?" 


"Stephen King?" Nick frowned, taking a cigarette from his pocket and lighting it, handing the pack to Mikey. 


"Never heard of him." 
His answer was lost to the desert as Long was dragged towards the carnival by his friends, slipping through 
the iron gates as they were opened a fraction for the new guests. Nick sucked on the end of his cigarette, 


watching the smoke fade in the morning air. 


"Does he know I'm back?" he asked softly, his voice no more than a hum against the background nose of rides 


warming up and tents being pitched. Mikey laughed, short and humorless. 
"What sort of fucking question is that? He knows you're back. And I'll bet my hat he's not happy with this..." 


Nick scowled, shielding his eyes and staring into the carnival. A small, brightly painted trailer sat at the far 


right corner, only just visible to those who knew where to look. 


"Well, he'll have to be fucking happy with what he's got. It's not easy finding people in middle of the night, out 
in the fucking desert. They all probably think I'm a serial killer or something.’ 


"Mmm," Mikey exhaled, flicking cigarette ash onto the dusty ground. "Well, | cant say he'll be happy, but he'll 


be content, at least. He was in a good mood when | saw him last" 


Nick snorted, sucking hard on the end of his cigarette, almost as if he willed the smoke to fill his lungs and 


escape from his nostrils. 


"Let's just see how fucking long that lasts, shall we?" 
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Oli, Long and Chris walked down the open stretch of the midway, watching as the self-contained world around 
them started to spring to life. Brightly striped awnings were erected along the sides of the open path, catching 
their eyes and drawing them towards the different attractions. Everywhere they turned, they were met with 


smiling faces and vibrant clothes, each man or women calling out their own greeting and pitch. 


"IFs kind of different, when it's empty, huh?" Oli mused, voicing his thoughts as he stopped to look at a small, 
wooden puppet show. 


"Yeah," Chris nodded, laughing as a puppet sprang to life, and Oli jumped back a foot. "It's very..village-like. | 
think that puppet has it in for you, man." 


Oli frowned at the small, clay and cloth figure, crouching down to it's level and gently poking forward with one 
finger. The puppet squealed, grabbing his finger with two tiny hands and shaking wildly. Long and Chris roared 
with laughter, clutching at their stomachs. 


"Looks like you've made a friend," an unfamiliar voice came from behind the three, lazy and drawling. They 


turned, shielding their eyes from the now fully risen sun, squinting at the huge man before them. 


The wore faded denim, jeans and a jacket that had been beaten a dirty grey by the elements. His hair was red 
and slightly shaggy, his t-shirt was ragged, and his grin was genuine. The man looked as though he'd been 
created solely by the desert itself. 


"Welcome to De La Luna," he smiled, leaning forward and holding out his hand, eagerly taken by Chris. Oli 
followed, having detached himself from the puppet, and Long nodded his own greeting. "You three'd be the ones 
we have to thank for Nick's safe return, right?" 


"Wow," Chris frowned, nodding slightly and feeling strangely tiny standing next to the behemoth of a man 
"How'd you know that?" 


"Word travels fast," said the puppet, or rather, the man emerging from below the stand. He was nearly half 
the size of the red-head, wiry and lean, sporting an impressive mustache. "I'm Jesse, this is my friend, Joshua 


We run the sideshows..” 


"Oli, Chris, and Long," Chris gestured back and forth, introductions smoothly made. He shrugged, nonchalant, and 
cleared his throat. "We just found Nick in the desert, gave him a lift. Anyone else'd do the sarve.." 


Jesse laughed, shaking his head and walking around from the back of the puppet show. He patted the dust from 


his jeans, and revealed himself to be as tattooed as Nick, and on closer inspection, Joshua. 


"Nonsense! We're all a family, here. You brought us back our brother, and the least | can do is offer a guided 
tour. Interested?" 


Oli grinned, nodding his head almost immediately. Long rolled his eyes, and watched as Chris, too, eagerly agreed. 


He loved his friends, had done sine childhood, but their hung-ho attitude often led to trouble. 


"Excellent," Jesse rubbed his gloved hands together, pulling the shutters on the puppet show and lifting his 


head to address Joshua, eyes twinkling behind a pair if tinted sunglasses. 
"Keep opening up the shows, right? Boss says we're opening at noon today.” 


Joshua frowned, his fingers clenching deep inside the pockets of his jeans. For a moment, he looked almost 


worried. 


"So early?" he asked, all of a sudden acting as though he were oblivious to the presence of Oli, Chris and Long. 
Jesse sighed, removing his glasses and wiping them on a corner of his denim vest, fixing Joshua with a firm, 


unyielding stare. 
"Just do it, okay? You know better than to ask questions, Joshua" 


After a moment's hesitation, almost long enough to stretch into a challenge, Joshua nodded and smiled at the 
three outsiders, turning away and walking towards the other side of the midway. Long cleared his throat, 
somewhat awkwardly. 


"What time do you usually open? Just.curious, you know." 


"Mm" Jesse glanced up, replacing his glasses and laughing, almost leaning up on his toes to pat Long on the 


shoulder. 


"Don't worry about him! He's always been an odd sort when the carnival's empty. He loves the crowds, you 


know, always in his element. Follow me, down this way..they're starting up the carousel.” 


Long frowned, waiting a half-second before following the others. He bit his lip, sliding his hands into his pockets 
and clearing his head. If he wasn't so quick to assume he was jumping to conclusions, there was a part of him 


that was starting to wonder why no one in the place would answer his questions. 


"You coming?" Oli called back, glancing over his shoulder and breaking Long's concentration. He nodded, shaking 
the thought from his head and jogging a few steps forward. They followed Jesse past the sideshows, turned at 


a small group of brightly painted tents, and came around a corner to a spectacular sight. 


The carousel was huge. It was easily the size of their living room, back on campus, if not the entire apartment. 
It glinted and shone with gold leaf in the sunlight, thge reflections giving life to the apinted animals. Horses, 
bears, dragons and fish. Dohgs with mouths open, tongues slavering. Huge cats with golden claws. A mermaid, 
red hair and green tail, that almost seemed to wink as her fac caugt a reflection from somewhere in the 


carnival. 


"Wow." Chris whistled, leaning back a little. Oli swore softly, and even Long lifted his chin in respect. It certainly 
was a sight to behold. Jesse grinned, clearly beaming with pride. 


"Yeah. She's the heart of this place, you know? Every night, we sit around her and just listen to the music, 


after the crowds have gone. It's the best way to unwind, and promise yourself a good day in the morning.’ 


Oli walked forward, followed in short order by Long and Chris, reaching out and stroking the fiberglass neck of 
a lion caught in mid-roar. He grinned, running his hand up over the twisted, golden pole. The beauty of the 
thing caught him in a daze, completely holding his attention until, without warning, it started to move. 


"Fuck!" Oli yelped, falling back and hitting the ground, coughing as a cloud of dust sprang up around him. Chris 
laughed, doubling over and clutching his chest, while Long grinned hugely and covered his mouth. Jesse 
crouched, hauling Oli up by the collar of his shirt. 


‘Sorry, kiddo. Gets'em every time.." 


Oli snorted, shaking it off and brushing the dust from his pants, shrugging and searching for an outlet to 
change the subject. 


"Where's the music? Doesn't that usually come from the carousel? It's kind of..creepy just moving along, all 


silent and shit." 


"You've got that right," Jesse laughed, nodding and gesturing past Olis head. They turned, and behind them 


stood what looked like a monstrously huge organ. 


It was easily the size of the carousel, if not bigger. Vaguely square-shaped, painted bright red, and adorned 
with dozens of huge copper pipes. They stuck straight up, reaching for the sky and the sun, arching like the 
back of a porcupine. The Organ was clearly the most well-kept part of the carnival, not a fleck of red paint 
was missing, nor were the pipes tarnished in any way. It was beautiful, terrifying, and the strangest thing any 


of the three had seen. 


"What..the hell is it?" Long whispered, moving a half-step closer to Chris. The machine was an intimidating 
sight, and he couldn't discern between feeling humbled, or disconcerted. 


'Is..well," Jesse paused, sweeping a hand back through a thick mane of ginger-brown hair. "It doesn't really 
have a name. It's been here as long as | have - longer, I'll bet. It provides the music for the carousel, the 


wheel, everything. We call it.well, it's silly, and it's not the right name." 


Chris shook his head, his eyes brightly watching the sun shine from the copper pipes. He turned to Jesse, 


resting a hand on the tiny man's shoulder. 
"What do you call it?" 


Jesse smiled, the smile of a fox, or a coyote, and leaned forward. He whispered, conspiratorial and secretive, 


but they all heard the name. 


"We call it The Fun Machine. And it certainly is. Trust me on that.” 


He broke away from the small huddle, walking around to the side of the machine and pulling open a well-hidden 
control panel. Long caught a glimpse of the inside mechanism. It seemed to be made of clockwork, shiny brass 
gears and thick, black rubber belts. There was an open space on the inside, a gap between the cogs that looked 
almost cage-like, surrounded by the bottoms of the copper pipes, but the red panel swing shut and Jesse 
locked it tightly. 


"Here we go. Now you'll see the carnival wake up. | meanreally wake up." 


He reached out with one hand, punching a round, black button. It sunk several inches, turning a half-turn 


clockwise, and then nothing. Silence. 


Oli leaned forward, steadying himself on Chris's shoulder as he strained to hear the expected music. It came 
slowly, trickling from the copper pipes in soft, lilting notes that were plucked by the wind and lifted into the 


desert air. 


It came as one low note, vibrating the thicker of the pipes, followed by two faster, higher notes. Below the 
melody came a steady, sure ticking, reminding the three boys of a toy monkey tapping on a snare. It was 
fairground, sideshow, circus and carnival, three steady notes and a trilling, continuous rhythm in an almost 


juvenile, childlike mockery of a ballroom waltz. 


"Its beautiful,” Oli hissed, feeling his teeth clench tightly, as though the machine before him found it rude that 


he would dare to speak over the music. He took a step back, and immediately the pressure released. 


"Sure is," Jesse nodded, his arms folded over his chest and his head bowed. For a moment, Long thought he 
caught sight of Jesse softly muttering something to himself, almost in prayer. He cleared his throat, readying 
another question to no doubt be brushed aside, before finding himself distracted by the music. 


It fit perfectly with the smooth bobbing and rotating of the carousel, the rhythm of the drum seeming to 
dictate the march of the collection of creatures. He looked to the side, and found to no little surprise that the 
ferris wheel seemed to match the pace as well, rotating slowly, the flags flashing and reflecting in time with 


the three melodic notes. 


"How does it do that?" he asked, frowning and watching the wheel turn. "I can hear the music echoing from 
over there, by the wheel.but the music's so soft, standing right here. If we stood on the other side of the 


carnival, there's no way we could hear it" 
Jesse shrugged, offering a knowing smile and sliding his hands into the pockets of his jeans. 
"That's just the way The Fun Machine works, my young friends. It's better not to think about it, lest you tie 


your brain up in knots. Now. bet you three would like to see the Burlesque stage, right The girls'll be warming 


up, right about now.most limber, they are.." 


Oli grinned, nodding enthusiastically, accompanied by Chris's rather triumphant agreement. Long followed, sparing 
a glance back at the huge, almost obscene organ. He couldn't help but feel as though, once again, had received 
no answer at all. 


eR 


Run, Pig, Run 


Author's Notes: 
An AU fic based in a Carnival 


The boss sat with his back straight, pressed hard and firm against a tall, wooden chair. His fingers - slim 
white and manicured - curled around the side of a teacup, swirling the liquid inside. Although it was the same 
shade and consistency of that cup that sat in the hands of his host, he was willing to bet that the other's 


was at least one part tea, to four parts whiskey. 


"Are you drunk again?" he asked, waisting no time on tact or decorum. The man shrugged bone-thin shoulders, 


hunching forward and taking his cup from the table. 

"You know you're useless to me, like this.." he leaned forward, arching an eyebrow but expecting no answer. 
The man, the mystic, took a notebook wrapped in snakeskin from the table, setting it open on one knee and 
writing a small note. 

Why did you bring them here?" 

The boss snorted, amused by the mystic's need to question his decision, regarding his carnival. 


"You know why, Mark. She's running low, we are all running low. The season's slow, there are wages to be paid” 


The mystic, Mark, sneered and flipped to another tea-stained page. He watched the boss as he wrote, the pen 


moving across the paper without needed further guidance. 
You have your wage money, Troy. You've had it for months Either use it, or be done with it 


The boss read the note, brown eyes skipping over quickly scratched words, laughing and leaning forward across 


the battered, wooden table. 


"Don't you ever, ever presume to tell me how to run my carnival, you fortune-telling piece of junkie shit. This 


is my world. The sun sets on this carnival when | say so, and wages will be paid when I'm good and ready." 


Another note, another tense moment of silence. Troy, the self-proclaimed lord of his own domain, took the slip 


of paper and read it with a smirk. 


"Watch out for Shuman? Just how fucked up are you, Mark? Mikey's been a part of this world almost as long 


as | have. Your shaking and shivering is rattling your brain loose..." 


Mark shrugged, passing forward another note and watching Troy with quick, dark eyes. His mouth was without 


a sound, no words passed over his lips, but his eyes saw everything. 


Keep the boy safe, it said, and Troy's expression grew serious, his mouth forming a thin, grave line. Keep hm 
happy. | can smell how miserable he is, Troy. You know as well as | do that he'll be chewed up and spat out if he 
isn't happy. 


Troy tore the page from the book, twisting and ripping it in a sudden, uncharacteristic display of anger. For a 
moment's closer inspection. his fine, three-piece suit seemed tattered and ill-fitting, and his long dark hair 
seemed greasy and limp. His pale skin and his dark eyes became consumptive, hollowed out and painted on. Mark 
watched, un-fazed. He'd seen it before. 


"You don't think | know that?" Troy spat, standing and knocking the teacup to the ground. He leaned forward 
over the table, fisting his hand in the collar o Mark's shirt and pulling him forward. 


"Don't insult my intelligence, Mark. You know better. Every man and woman in his carnival will be paid in full by 


the end of the day. That, | can promise you." 


Troy moved to leave, releasing his grip on Mark's shirt before something cold and brittle encircled his wrist. 
He looked down at Mark's hand, tattooed and scarred fingers digging into his own pale skin. He met the mystic's 
eyes, and for what was neither the first time, nor would it be the last time, he heard the man's voice. It 


whispered against the back of his neck, gravelly and rough on hot breath, despite Mark still sitting before him. 
"Your arrogance will be the death of this place, and the death of us all, van Leeuwen." 

Time slowed in the small, cluttered room as Troy stared at Mark. He waited, out of fear or respect, until Mark 
looked away. As the connection broke, Troy pulled his arm free and jerked backwards, taking a small pouch of 


white powder from inside his jacket as he stepped away. 


"I silenced you once, Mark," he hissed, throwing the bag to the table, watching as Mark weakly licked at his lips 
with the severed stump of his tongue. "Don't ever assume | wouldn't slit your throat to finish the job." 


He turned, leaving the one-room caravan and slamming the door, walking out into the growing heat of the 
desert. Mark watched him go, cradling the heroin in the palm of his hand, satisfied that if the world he knew 


were to end, he wouldn't be lucid enough to feel it. 


eR 


Oli grinned as they followed Jesse down the midway, his hands covered in sugary syrup. His eyes were wide 


and his hair hung across his face, picked at by the wind. 


"We have to do this again!" he announced, triumphant and slightly muffled. His mouth was full of deep-fried 
batter, the remnants of a sticky funnel cake in his hands. Chris laughed, and Long spared a half-grin. 


"What, track down creepy fucking carnivals in the middle of the night, and eat shit for breakfast? Yeah, Oli, 
that's definitely a better idea than going back to the flat and studying for exams. Well done." 


Oli rolled his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose and leaving a smear of sugar. Chris hid a laugh behind one 
hand. 


"You know, Long," Oli cleared his throat, gesturing with the flaky cake, "If you were to relax, and let loose for 
once, you might actually find yourself having a good time. | know, it's scary, but change is a positive thing." 


"A positive thing would be me not socking you in the jaw, Oliver," Long muttered, turning back to their guide. He 


found Jesse watching them with bright, smiling eyes, an amused smirk on his face. 


| can leave the three of you to pose and posture, if you like," he winked, lifting one bracelet-laden arm and 


pointing to a huge, arena-esque tent. "Or we could go and see the girls." 


Chris clapped his hands together in delight, frowning at the dust that arose from his fingers. Had they really 
been out in the sand that long? It seemed like everything at the carnival had a dusty, dry quality to it. 


"Women! Women sound great!" he replied, tucking wavy hair back behind his ears and pushing his sunglasses 
back, holding it in place. Long and Oli went through their own small, subtle grooming rituals, following Jesse into 


the royal blue tent. 


Lifting a flap that seemed to appear from a solid length of canvas, Jesse slipped inside, holding it open for the 
others. The moment they set foot in the tent, the twinkling, waltzing music of the Fun Machine flooded the air 


around them. Impossibly, it seemed louder in the tent than it had been outside. 


The tent was as huge as it had seemed when they approached it, it was easily as big as a club, or small 
concert hall. There was an opening in the middle that let the early sun stream through, illuminating a circular 
stage with several poles arching upwards. Bench seats filled the rest of he tent - the Burlesque was obviously 


a popular show. 


"You'll want to keep fairly quiet there, boys," Jesse whispered, holding the three back for a moment, speaking in 
hushed tones behind one hand. "The girls are a wee bit touchy in the morning..especially with the boss 


watching." 


Long frowned, looking up and waiting for his eyes to adjust to the dimness of the tent, picking out a figure 
standing on the opposite side of the stage. The boss. 


He was incredibly well dressed, a three piece suit in red and black pinstripes. He was well groomed, his black 
hair chin-length and immaculate, framing a pale, european face. His shoes - white leather - seemed untouched 


by the yellowing effects of the desert sand, and between his hands he leaned on a black cane. 


"Mister van Leeuwen," Jesse continued to whisper, leaning backwards and lifting his chin to the wind, as if 
afraid that a traitorous breeze would carry his voice to his employer. "He's a good man, he is. Firm. Unyielding. 


Looks after us, and keeps us in line. If he talks to you, you treat him with respect.. 


His warning delivered, Jesse left with apologies and shoulder-pats, disappearing through the flap in the tent. 
Chris raised an eyebrow at Long, slightly uneasy with the sudden departure of their guide, before following Oli 
towards the stage. 


In the middle of the circular, wooden, gaudily painted platform stood three women One was tall, immensely so, 
and so thin she could have been mistaken for one of the supporting poles. Her cheeks were sunken, her chest 
was hollow, and her nails curved into claws so pointed one could be forgiven for assuming she had a little 
vulture sitting on her family tree. Despite all of this, however, and despite the black eyes and red lipstick, she 
struck the three as being oddly beautiful 


The second woman was tiny compared to her burlesque sister. Round, slim, and full of life, she tapped one 
pointed, red heel on the wooden stage and folded pale, bare arms over her chest, covering the sequined bodice 
of her outfit. Her hair was twisted into knots and rosebuds atop her head, and her red lips were twisted into a 
terribly intimidating scowl. 


The third woman seemed to be almost pinned by the others, her back against a pole and her head down. Her 
hair, just as black as the other's, was shorter and shaggier, as if she took less care in her appearance. Her 
lipstick was smeared, her skin was pale, and her dress seemed just a little too tight. When she walked, she 


limped as though her feet were swollen and red with blisters. 


"Polly-Jean, darling," The boss, van Leeuwen, cleared his throat from the edge of the stage. The tiny woman 
with her arms folded looked up, her eyes as hard as black diamonds. 


If you're going to intimidate poor, dear Deanna and upset her so, could you at least wait until lunch? The 
three of you have a lot of rehearsal to get through, if you're going to pass as more than just three half- 


starved buzzards." 


Oli let out a snort of laughter, covering his mouth a fraction to late. van Leeuwen turned his head sharply, 


fixing his dark eyes on the three and lifting the cane held beneath his hands. 
"You three. You're the boys who brought my geek back, aren't you?" 
Chris froze, Long staying silent and still behind him. Oli, however, took a step forward and cleared his throat. 


"That's us. Sir. Uh.. Mr van Leeuwen. We found him in the desert..he didn't have a shirt on. Uh..." 


van Leeuwen laughed, shaking his head and motioning for them to come closer, tucking the cane beneath one 


arm. 


"Come here, come here. Call me Troy. | owe you three a great debt of thanks.Nick's very important to me, to 


this whole carnival. Isn't he, girls?" 

The taller of the three sneered, spitting at the side of the stage and baring her teeth. 
"He knows how to press a plunger, boss, if thats what you mean" 

Troy snorted, jerking his head towards the woman and rolling her eyes, 


‘Ignore Miss Wendy-Ray, if she was as concerned with what she put in her mouth, as she is with what went 
in her arm, we wouldn't have to spend an hour covering her face with cake of makeup, would we darling?" 


The woman sneered again, spitting at the dirt between Troy's feet. Closer now, Oli Chris and Long could see the 


bloody, red tinge to the woman's saliva 


"So," Troy cleared his throat, swinging the cane in one hand and tucking it beneath the other arm, "Chris, Oli, 
and..Long, is it?" 


The three boys jerked back, almost simultaneously, their eyes wide. Troy laughed, inclining his head forward a 
little. 


"We have our ways of knowing who comes into our world, boys. If | hadn't known the three of you were good, 
trustworthy types, you wouldn't have made it past the gate. Consider today a thank you, not only for 
returning to me my dear friend, but for the honesty and integrity with which you've all lived your lives." 


Chris opened his mouth to speak, offering nothing but silence and dust. Long, however, was slightly more 


composed. 
"Honesty and..integrity? | think you've got the wrong people, sir. We're just..college students." 
Troy shook his head, thick silver earrings jangling and bouncing against his earlobes. 


"You'd be surprised," he whispered, leaning in closer. Somehow, his voice echoed above the trilling, lilting waltz 
that still hung in the air. "at just where a good life will lead you..” 


Any further wisdom was cut off by a blood curdling shriek, ripping through the tent from the center of the 
stage. Troy sighed, turning around and raising an eyebrow as the slightly awkward girl, Deanna, stumbled 
forward and fell to her knees at the edge of the stage. She clutched at her left ear, blood dripping from 


between her fingers. 


"That's what happens when you steal someone's pretty baubles, you little bitch," Wendy-Ray spat, clutching a 
dangling, golden earing between two fingers. She passed it back to her companion, Polly-Jean, who crudely wiped 
the blood from the earring on the hem of her dress. 


‘Oh, for crying out loud, Wendy." Troy sighed, pushing a weary hand back through his hair, climbing the stairs 
onto the stage and grabbing the woman by her elbow. She hissed at him, as though his touch might snap her 
brittle bones. 


"Do you think people are going to pay to see her dance, if there's a great fucking bandage on one side of her 
face? You stupid, consumptive bitch.." 


Wendy-Ray sneered again, lifting her chin defiantly and walking to the other side of the stage, her heels clicking 
and tapping on the wooden boards. As she moved away, Troy crossed to Deanna, grabbing her by the wrist and 


hauling her to her knees. 


"Did you steal the earring?" he asked, roughly jerking her forward, clutching the cane in his other hand. Chris 


stood motionless, completely dumbstruck, while Oli laid a hand on Long's shoulder. 
"Don't, man. Just..don't. This isn't our business," he whispered, feeling Long tense and coil beneath his hand. 


"|| don't know, | thought it was mine." Deanna whispered, her voice low and cracking. Her knees showed from 
beneath the sequin and feather-studded dress, her skin pale and bruised. Troy sighed, shaking her harder and 
pushing her to the ground. 


"Do you know what happens when the rules of my world are broken, girl? This is a tender society, fragile and 


built on respect. Did you disrespect Wendy-Ray?" 


Deanna let out a single sob, loud and gasping. It hit Long hard, as if he'd been delivered a blow to the chest, and 
he jerked forward beneath Oli's grip. 


"Ye-yes.." Deanna whimpered, her nails scratching at the floorboards as she tried to pull away, flinching and 
letting out a small yelp as one snapped bloody across the nail-bed. 


Troy, not wasting time with any further interrogation, lifted his cane to shoulder height and brought it down 
with a resounding crack across Deanna’s ass. It struck just above the curve of her thigh and she jerked free 
from his grip, sprawling forward across the stage and letting out a gasping, hitching sob. Her fingers curled 

over the edge of the stage and she began to cry openly, ignoring the mocking laughter of the other girls and 


meeting Long's gaze. 


"Steal again, and I'll have your hands," Troy whispered, leaning down and pressing his lips against Deanna's bloody 
ear for a moments contact. Once again, without possible explanation, his vice carried over the distant, yet 


incredibly close, music of the Fun Machine. 


Long, Chris and Oli watched as Deanna climbed down from the stage, half-running, half-limping away from the 
center of the tent and vanishing through another fold in the canvas. Together, they looked back to the stage, 


back to Troy, and the horror on their face must have been evident. 


"Carnival justice," he shrugged,his words tipped with a smile. The two remaining dancers appeared behind him, 
smoothing their scarlet-nailed fingers over his shoulders and around his elbows. He sighed softly, tucking the 


cane beneath an arm once more. 
"Sadly, | often find myself playing the roles of judge, jury and executioner. All in a bid to keep the peace." 


Long didn't bother with a reply. He broke away from Oli's grip, leaving the tent and heading to the side where 
Deanna had vanished, leaving Oli and Chris in front of the stage, dumbstruck. He kicked at the dirt and sand as 
it swept around his feet, finally tracking the quiet sobbing to a stack of crates and containers, hidden well 
behind the royal blue tent. 


"Are.shit, are you okay?" he asked softly, peering around the corner of stacked boxes. Deanna looked up from 


where she crouched, clutching at her bleeding ear, and shrugged. 
Its fine. It's nothing. Carnival justice, you know? | shouldn't have done it." 


"Done what?" Long snorted, his eyes wide with disbelief. "Taken a beating like that? He has no right to treat 
you that way, you know..” 


She laughed softly, her voice much lower than Long had expected, and for the first time he noticed how 
beautifully androgynous she was. 


"We're all his cattle. He can treat all of us however he wants. He pays our wages, he owns our trailers..it's just 
pay 9 J 


the way it is." 


Long bit his tongue, knowing better than to argue. He wasn't a part of this world, and he didn't understand it. 
Still, there was the little comfort that he, himself, could provide. He crouched down, slowly lifting a hand and 


resting it on Deanna's shoulder. 
‘lm Long. Well.Paul. Paul's my name. But everyone calls me Long.’ 


Deanna smiled softly, ducking her head and closing her eyes. Long took the moment of silence to study her 
face, to look over her pale, slightly olive-hinted skin Her nose was strong, almost masculine, and her eyes were 
sunk deep into her face. They were ringed with dark shadows, as if there were bruises beneath the surface 
still waiting to mature. When he pulled his hand away, Long was startled to find his fingers smeared with 
makeup that had been covering more, cane-shaped markings. 


"I'm Deanna," she replied, finally breaking the silence with a delicate, slightly pained shrug. "You heard that. It's 


not my name..everyone just calls me that, here." 


"Oh?" Long frowned, tilting his head. "Well.you're probably the only person in this country who knows my real 


name..so what's yours?" 
She smiled again, looking up and shielding her eyes from the sun. For a moment, Long could have sworn that 
the shadow cast over her face made the girl look almost masculine, her lips thinner and her jaw more defined, 


as well as a hint of an Adam's apple. Again, Deanna smiled. 


"l'm Dean." 


eR 


Joshua stood in front of the grinding, whirring, constantly moving organ. It seemed to breath, rotating and 
rolling, like clockwork. He watched it with wide, blue eyes, mesmerized by the bright red of the shell and the 
golden copper of the pipes. 


All of a sudden, it let out a slow shudder. A glimmer of light ran through the pipes, and the music started to 
speed up. The tempo changed, not drastically, but noticeable to those who had grown accustomed to the slow, 


smooth rhythm. It grew happier, lighter, more full of wonder and expectation that previously before. 


Joshua swallowed. He knew what it meant. The Machine knew. She could see what was coming, she could smell it 


with her arching, hollow, cooper nose. 


The wages were about to be paid, and Joshua knew what he had to do, knew who could help him. He had to find 
Joey. 


eR 


Little Sister 


Author's Notes: 
An AU set in a carnival. 


Chris and Oli burst from the side of the blue tent, stumbling out into the sunlight and following Long's tracks 
in the dust to the stack of crates and containers. They walked over to find their friend crouching in the sand, 
his eyes wide, and staring at the girl they knew as Deanna 


"everything all right, then?" Oli asked, clearing his throat and sliding his hands into his pockets. The folded 
wrapper of the funnel cake he'd so recently demolished was still crumpled in his hand. Long looked up, snapped 


out of some sort of daze. 

"Yeah. Uh..yeah, everything's fine. This isum." 

Dean stood, holding out one lace gloved hand. His nails were red and perfect, with the exception of the nail on 
his ring finger, which had been snapped off against the stage. Bright and bloody, it almost looked as if it were 


trying ti imitate the other, more pristine nails. 


‘I'm Dean," he said, waiting for the expected hesitation, before both Oli and Chris took his hand. Chris managed 
to restrain himself, smiling and ducking his head slightly, but Oli was unaccustomed to holding back. 


"You're a boy!" he replied, mouth slack and eyes wide. Long groaned, covering his eyes with one hand, while 


Chris delivered a sharp slap to the back of Oli's head 
"Nice. Very tactful,” he sighed. 


Oli shrugged, leaning back against a stack of crates and pulling his hands from his pockets. He licked at the 
sugar that still clung to his fingertips, fixing Dean with a friendly smile. 


"What? Stnot like he's not a pretty boy. Convincing, too. Fooled me. Fooled Long, too, isn't that right?" 
Long cleared his throat, resisting the urge to smack Oli upside the head and instead standing, reaching for a 


string of cloth flags that hung overheard. He pulled one free, shaking the dust away and holding it to Dean's 


bleeding ear. 


"You shouldn't let anyone treat you like that," he said, apparently ignoring Oli's off-hand remarks. Chris nodded, 
crouching beside Dean and trailing a finger through the sand. Dean shrugged, hissing slightly and leaning against 
the cloth in Long's hand. 


"| know. But you need to understand..this place, this carnival, it's a world in itself. It has its own laws, you 


know? Rules, and punishment. Troy controls all of it" 


Chris tilted his head to the side, lifting his hand from the sand and brushing away the few grains that dug 
beneath his nails. He couldn't shake the dusty sensation that clung to his skin 


"Sothis is his carnival, right? He owns it?" Why don't.why don't you just leave?" 
Dean's eyes grew wide for a moment, and he pulled away from Long's hand. A warm, desert breeze swept 
through the gap between the crates and the tent, carrying with it the gentle melody of the Fun Machine. Dean 


lowered his voice, barely audible. 


"I don't know who owns it. Troy.he runs it, but | don't think it's his carnival. Look, you have to understand, I've 
tried to leave..a lot of the people who work here have, but you just..you can't." 


Oli frowned, folding his arms over his chest and arching a dubious eyebrow. 


"You can't? What do you mean, you can't? Joshua Tree's nothing more than two hours away..we could give you 


a ride out." 


Dean shook his head, a frantic, jerking motion He seemed to be panicking, curling in on himself, almost as if he 


were trying to hide from the music itself. 


"| can't. I'm sorry, it's really nice of you, but | can't leave. Everyone..everyone here's really nice, you just need 


to get to know them." 


"Yeah. Real nice," Chris snorted, leaning back on his heels and shaking his hands against the sides of his jeans. 
"Is that including the two harpies in there, and the guy that nearly broke his cane against your ass?" 


Dean swallowed, his fingers shaking as he hesitated to answer. He was interrupted, however, by the jarring 
sound of someone clearing their throat, just beyond the crates. All four heads turned, slowly, and Joshua 
lowered his hand from in front of his mouth. 


"You know you shouldn't be talking about thinks like that, Dean-o.." he whispered, taking a cigarette and pressing 
it between his lips, waiting to speak before lighting it. "If Mister van Leeuwen don't hear you, something else 


will." 


A second man stood beside him, someone that neither Long, Chris nor Oli recognized. He was unlike anyone 


they'd ever seen before. Shorter than Joshua, average height, he was roughly as wide as the three boys put 
together, plus Dean. His features and skin were clearly Hispanic, and he stood with the easy manner of a man 
used to getting his own way. His ears and his nipples were pierced with thick, heavy silver rings, and his bare 


torso and arms were literally covered in tattoos. 

Oli took a step back, bumping into Long's chest and letting out a small, muffled yelp. Chris bit at the inside of 

his cheek. Joshua was intimidating with his size, and Troy with his cool demeanor and sudden violence. Staring 

at this man, however, they all simply knew he was not someone to be trifled with. 

"J. Joey." Dean stammered, clearing his throat and pushing forward from between Long and Oli. Still dressed in 


the lace and sequined bodice and skirt, as well as the heels and stockings of the burlesque, he came off as 


little more than a ridiculously clothed street urchin 
"What are you doing here? | thought you'd be on the other side of the midway, checking the rides.." 
The tattooed man, Joey, shook his head and tucked his thumbs into the waistband of his jeans. 


"Joshua came and found me. He said van Leeuwen was in a foul mood.said he could hear you crying from 


outside the tent. | told you, Dean, if he ever hit you again." 


Dean shook his head, holding up one hand and walking closer. Long, Oli and Chris watched in silence, well aware 


that this wasn't their world. They weren't a part of this. 


"No, Joey," Dean whispered, resting a hand on Joey's huge forearm, shaking his head again. "It's fine. | deserved 
it. Its okay, really.it was my own stupid mistake." 


"Dean." Joshua leaned forward, casting a glance towards the three strangers to the carnival. "You don't 
understand what's happening, here. You're still new. I've seen it happen, over and over and over, and my 


conscience won't let me stand by idly again. You don't understand the price they're asking you to pay." 


Frowning, Dean pulled back a little, taking a step towards Long. Instinctively, Long reached out, resting a hand on 


Dean's slim shoulder. 

"| took an earring, Joshua. Just.just one earring." 

‘Its more than that," Joey cut in, his voice insistent and low. "van Leeuwen's in debt, to all of us, and he thinks 
he can use you to pay our wages. Don't ask me how, but we're not going to let it happen. We know a way to 


get you out of here." 


Dean jerked back again, pressing against Long's chest. Slowly, he began to smile, his expression lifting and his 
mood lightening. 


"You can.you can get me out of here? | didn't think anyone left De La Luna." 


Joey smiled, shaking his head gently and holding out his hand. 
“There's a way. For all of you. You all need to leave, and you need to trust us to get you out" 


Slightly dumbfounded, Oli, Long and Chris nodded. Something was going on that they didn't want to be a part of, 
and they knew a good idea when one presented itself. Together, they followed Joshua away from the crates 
and towards the midway, followed in turn by Joey. 


No one saw the way Joey watched Dean He was subtle, careful, and gave away no reaction as the boy's 


happiness began to spread. Keep the boy happy, he'd been told, and you will be paid in full 


In the distance, the tempo of the Fun Machine once again sped up, filling the carnival with a dizzying, spinning 


sensation. 
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In the trailer at the far end of the carnival, the mystic junkie sat beside the window. Mark could see the 
entire midway from where he rested, from the imposing arch of the ferris wheel to the six figures that made 


their way towards the gate. 


He sighed softly, dark eyes closing. He saw more than anyone knew. Even Troy van Leeuwen. Yet he was a 


prisoner at the carnival, the same as the rest, locked in a tiny caravan by his own vices. 


The needle sat idly on the table, dripping from the hollow tip, wasting precious medicine. With another slow sigh, 
he reached for it, fingers closing around the plunger. The vein in his arm, ever present, throbbed and twitched 


in anticipation, and still his eyes remained closed. 


Slowly scratching at his dry, dusty skin, Mark dragged the needle towards the crook of his elbow. There it sat, 
standing straight up, for a moment's hesitation before he pressed his thumb against the plunger, driving the 


needle into his arm. 


It pierced his flesh easily, his skin was no more resistant than ancient papyrus these days. The heroin was 
welcomed into his bloodstream like a brother returning from war, pulling his body into a deep, damp, releasing 
hug. The drug wrapped its arms around him, and as he sunk into the embrace of his own making, the pictures 


came. 


They came, as always, without words. Such was his life, these days, and the silence didn't bother him. They 


flickered in front of his eyes, one after another, leaving him with a small skein of information. 


The boy. His happiness, his willingness to leave, and be loved The three that were new to the midway, each 


playing their part, facing all that De La Luna had to offer. The strongman, the geek, the barker and the 
sideshows, each with their own roles to fill. He, the mystic, completely aware and entirely helpless. The Fun 
Machine, still playing, always playing, wheels turning and cogs grinding. 


van Leuween would have his wages. He would be paid in full. And no one, save for the useless junkie fortune 


teller, would see it coming. 
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Mikey had watched Troy leave the burlesque tent, his cane tucked under his arm, and head towards his office. 
Quietly, walking as though he blended in with the rides and wind-tossed flags, he followed and waited for the 


perfect moment. 


Several minutes after Try had slammed the door of the carnival office, Mikey had stepped up, knocking once. 


He waited, counting the rise and fall of his own chest, before knocking again. 


"What?" Troy's voice echoed from inside, irritated and sharp. Mikey laughed to himself, opening the door gently 
and stepping inside, shaking the desert sand from the shoulders of his red and white striped blazer. 


"Busy, Boss?" 
Troy looked up from a long, wooden desk, tapping a fountain pen against his jaw. He'd removed his jacket, sitting 
back against a wooden chair in a black shirt and pinstriped waistcoat. His tie, dark red, matched the thinner of 


the vertical stripes perfectly. 


"What do you want, Mikey?" he asked, setting the pen down on the table, folding his long, pale fingers. Mikey 
grinned, sidling up to the front of the desk and removing his hat, sliding his hand back through his limp hair. 


"To talk, boss. Just to talk" 


Troy sighed, standing and smoothing his hands down over the front of his waistcoat, eyebrow raised. He leaned 


forward, setting his hands on the desk, and looked Mikey in the eyes. 


"You never want to just talk, Mikey. Don't think | don't know you, as well as | know this carnival. Tell me what 


you came here for..” 
Mikey clicked his tongue, mentally flicking through his expansive repertoire and settling on a hurt expression 


"You wound me, boss. Cut me to the quick, you do. But if you must know..yes. | have some concerns | need to 


voice.” 


"You do, do you?" Troy scowled, watching the barker's face and carefully disassembling the false expression of 
hurt before him. He knew Mikey too well, for too long. There was no fooling him. 


"Talk to Lanegan, then. He'll have answers for you." 


Mikey laughed, loud and rich, sliding his hands over the double breast of his striped jacket, slipping his fingers 
over the shining, brass buttons. 


"Mark? Oh, no, boss. You know | don't do too well with Mark He won't so much as look at me, these days. | 
don't think he likes me, you see." 


Troy rolled his eyes, walking from around the desk to a small bar, built into the wall of the square office. He 
poured a small glass of dark, brown liquor, turning back to Mikey and tilting the glass in an inviting gesture. 


"Fine. Voice your concerns, and leave." 


"If you insist." Mikey cleared his throat, trailing his fingertips over the desk as he walked towards Troy, 


stopping a few feet away. Troy seemed to almost bristle, lifting his chin like a cornered animal. 
"Nick brought us three new kids. | know you've seen them. Why are you wasting time?" 

Troy raised an eyebrow, sipping again from the glass and leaning back against the bar. 

"lim not wasting time. You know how it works. If the boy isn't happy.. 


Mikey hissed suddenly, pushing the air out between clenched teeth and jerking his head to the side. His fingers 
twitched against the front of his jacket, and Troy flinched back a little. 


"The boy is fine, Troy!" he growled, walking forward again, closing the gap between Troy and himself. His eyes 
shone darkly, hair hanging in his face. "He's fine! You are running out of time - we all are. We do our jobs, 


here, Troy, we keep the place running, and for what? For you to waste time, pissing about in your neat suits?" 


"Don't you dare talk to me like that, Michael," Troy spat, again bristling, lifting his chest and matching Mikey 
for height. "You know how it works! If the boy isn't happy, she won't take him, and we all go unpaid! Those 
three kids are here as our insurance against that. If we can't have one smiling face.three screaming ones are 


just as good." 


Mikey lashed out with one hand, slamming his fist against the wall beside Troy's head. Troy let out a soft 
whimper, shrinking back a little, and Mikey smiled. 


"Make sure they are. You may control things around here, Troy, but we are many minds against your one. 


Things could change very quickly around here." 


"Is that why you came here, Mikey?" Troy hissed, still pinned against the wall, his hair strewn across his eyes. 


"To threaten me?" 


Mikey hesitated a moment, his lips curving into a sharp, wolfish smile. He grabbed Troy by the chin, his fingers 
digging in to his jaw, and pulled his face forward. He kissed him, not slowly, not gently, but in an attempt to 
show Troy just how tentative his grip on the carnival was. It worked, and Troy shrank back again, offering no 


resistance. 


They moved together as thought it were routine. Troy lifted his hands, twisting them in the gaudy red and 
white of Mikey's jacket. He parted his lips for Mikey's tongue, moaned at the fingers in his hair, and lifted his 
hips as a hand slid over the curve of his ass. Mikey kissed him with a smile on his face, grinning as he lifted 
Troy, his strong, wiry arms making light work of the task. 


Troy never protested as his pants were ripped open, buttons could be replaced, seams could be restitched. He'd 
danced this very dance with Mikey many times before. Mikey was the face of the carnival, the outside, while 
Troy was the underbelly, the inside. A tender, fragile alliance hung between them, and Troy wasn't about to 
deny Mikey this small victory. 


Mikey yanked at the waistband of Troy's pants, pulling them down over his hips and halfway over his pale 
thighs, leaving them and tearing at his own. He held the base of his prick, hard already, as desperate as his 
clawing, searching fingers. With Troy hoisted against the wall, eyes closed and head tilted back, Mikey slid a dry, 
dusty finger around his ass. He teased, hesitated, drew it out until Troy's eyes snapped open and he glared at 
Mikey, twisting both hands in his hair and delivering a silent warning. Obediently, always obediently, Mikey 


pushed his finger forward and relished in Troy's uncomfortable cry. 


With one finger came another, stretching and searching, twisting and crooking forward, always just enough to 
push Troy to the edge. Mikey knew Troy's body as well as he knew his own, but there was no love in it, no 
pleasure in the knowledge. It was through routine, through repeat, through a need to assert his power and 


place at the carnival. 


Troy whimpered, growing impatient with Mikey's arrogance. He bore down against his fingers, growling and 
digging his nails into the back of Mikey's head. Nodding, Mikey lifted him a little higher, holding him with one 
hand, spitting at the palm of the other. He slicked himself, somewhat sparingly, and pressed the head of his 
prick against Troy. 


He resisted the urge to speak, instead leaning his forehead against Troy's chest and slamming his hips forward, 
upwards. He drove into Troy and pinned him against the wall, releasing the breath he'd been holding at the 


sound of Troy's pain. 


Troy whimpered, gritting his teeth and letting out a low, pained moan. It hurt every time. Dry or not, prepared 
or tight, it always hurt. Never quite sure if the pain was physical, or came from the humiliation of being 


fucked by a subordinate, Troy simply gritted his teeth and rode it out. 


Mikey fucked him against the wall, holding his legs around his waist and pressing a forearm against his throat. 
He growled, eyes screwed shut and greasy, dark hair hanging across his face. It was over quickly, for Mikey at 
least. He came with a hiss and a snarl, slamming forward one last time, leaving a hand-shaped mark against 


Troy's bare hip. Troy didn't come, not this time. He kept a little satisfaction for himself. 


Pulling away, Mikey let Troy drop, buckling his pants and righting his jacket. He watched as Troy adjusted his 
clothes, fixing his hair and refusing to meet his eyes. Mikey reached forward, sliding a hand through his hair, 
intent on lifting his face. Instead, he jerked his arm back, staring down at what looked like a handful of dusty 


sand. 


"What the fuck is this?" he hissed, shoving his hand towards Troy. The sand filtered through his fingers, 
gathering on the wooden floor. Troy shrugged, tucking his hair back behind one ear and turning away. Mikey 


scowled. 

"You're sick, too, aren't you?" he asked, grabbing Troy by the shoulder and turning him. For a moment, he 
caught sight of the face Troy had tried to hide. Pale, papery skin, stretched tight over his bones. Dark eyes 
ringed by black circles, and lips painted red with his own blood. As Mikey looked at him, he felt his own 


expression change, his own skin grow tighter, his own blood in the back of his throat. 


"Jesus christ." he whispered, pulling back and shaking his head. "You're as sick as the rest of us. Why are you 
wasting time, Troy? Why the fuck are you taking such a risk?" 


Troy shrugged, taking his seat behind the desk once more. 


"Do you have any idea how hard it is? What it's like to face that thing? It will be done, trust me, but we need 
to get the boy as happy as we can, if you want it to last" 


Mikey shook his head, slamming his hands down on the desk and spitting blood at the polished, wooden surface. 
"No more excuses, Troy. Just do it. Feed the machine, and pay the wages. We're sick of waiting for you." 
With that, he turned and left, slamming the door behind him and leaving Troy to ponder the earlier words of 


Mark's prediction Watch out for Shuman. 
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Running Joke 


Author's Notes: 
An AU set in a Carnival 


"Excuse me...” 


Oli cleared his throat, walking in the middle of the small group. Joshua and Joey in front of him, Long, Chris and 
Dean behind him. He shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans, shaking his hair from his face. 


"Excuse mel" 


Still, nothing. He glanced back at Long, who offered a shrug in return Oli rolled his eyes, turning back and 


raising his voice. 
"HEY! Tattooed guy!" 
Joey stopped mid-stride, pausing Joshua with a hand on the elbow and turning, 


"What is it?" he asked, eyebrow raised. Oli rocked back onto the heels of his feet, cocking his own eyebrow in 


return 

"Would you mind telling us exactly what's going on? | mean.your bald buddy was so keen to get us in here, and 
your friend, with the mustache," he gestured at Joshua, who by way of reply lowered his eyes and almost 
flinched back, "was delighted to have us here. And now, you two are ushering us out like we've got the fucking 
plague! |, personally, would like to know why!" 


Joey hesitated, if only for a moment, before turning and heading towards the gate once more. 


"We don't have time for this," he growled. This time, it was Joshua who stopped him, lifting one hand and 
bending slightly to mutter against his ear. 


"We owe them that much, Joey. Don't you think? Dean, at least." 


Joey sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose and sparing a glance towards Dean, Still dressed like a showgirl, 
despite the addition of Long's zip-front jacket, with a bright smear of blood on the right side of his face. He 


stared at the blood for a moment, his eyes lingering on the color, the shine, the humanity of it, as if such a 


sight were foreign to him. 
"Fine," he replied, lifting his shoulders in a half-hearted shrug. "Fine. But not here. Closer to the gate..." 


He led them forward for another several yards, cutting to the left of the midway and turning into a huge, 
wooden structure that turned out to be a hall of mirrors. Every surface reflected their own faces back at 


them, and Chris let the shudder run down his spine. 
"Well. This only adds to the creepiness," he muttered, staying close between Long and Oli. 


"Look," Joey began, leaning against a concave mirror, his tattoos reflecting from several surrounding mirrors. 
"Things happen, here. Bad things. | don't understand why, and | don't know who does it, but people go missing 


from the place." 


Joshua opened his mouth, obviously intent on speaking, before a sharp look from Joey silenced him. He shrank 
back against a mirror, ducking his head Chris watched him for a moment, wondering how such a big man, 


broad and tall, could seem so subservient to everyone he encountered. 


"So, what, like some kind of serial killer?" Long frowned, unconsciously drawing Dean, small and vulnerable, back 
against his chest. Joey shook his head, drawing a hand back through his thick, black hair in a slightly nervous 


gesture. 


"Kind of. Maybe..look, | don't know. | haven't been here long, certainly not long enough to know what goes on 
underneath the smiles, okay? It'd just be better if you left, and forgot this place.’ 


"Joey." Joshua frowned, leaning forward and again moving speak. Once more, exactly as he'd done earlier, he 


shook his head and shut his mouth, hushed by a single look. 


Joey cleared his throat, patting his hands together, shaking the dust from his hands that had accumulated 


outside. It fell as tiny grains of sand to the floor, reflected from a dozen mirrors. 


"Come on. You three need to get out of here. Dean. it's your choice, kid. | won't stop you if you leave with 


them." 
Dean hesitated, long enough to bite at his lower lip and to glance at the faces of Long, Chris and Oli. They 
nodded, each in turn, and Dean followed with a smile on his face. Finally, he could take control of his own life, 


the way he felt, the way he dressed. 


"Yeah. I'm not cut out for this life. | don't even remember what it's like out there..who | used to be, what | 


used to do. | don't want to be pushed around anymore." 


Joey nodded, gesturing to the door behind them. 


“Alright. Let's get you all out of here, then. Shuman's not at his gate, he won't stop you from leaving, but we 


need to move quickly. Go, now." 


In single file, with Joey at the head and Joshua at the back, they left the hall of mirrors, walking out into the 
sunshine. Temporarily blinded by the bright desert light, the first indication that they were in a lot of trouble 


came with a wry, snide voice. 
"Well, hello boys. Going somewhere, are we?" 
Y g 


Blinking against the sun, their vision slowly returned and Oli, Long and Chris immediately recognized the barker, 
Mikey, standing before them in his distinctive jacket. On either side stood Jesse and Nick, with the two 
burlesque girls several feet back. They stood with their hips cocked to the side, skin tight and pale, eyes 
bloodshot, and too-tight corsets pushing their breasts neck-high. 


"You rope ‘em in, baby," Wendy-Ray laughed, sucking on an old, bloody cigarette. Mikey grinned, removing his 
hat and tilting it towards the surprised group of misfits. 


"You know," he began, his voice carrying loud and clear,hypnotic as ever, "| bet you boys would love some 
cotton candy. It's best when the make it, first thing, but the stand's all the way over to the back of the 


carnival." 
He set his eyes, wide and brown, on Oli, and kept his voice smooth and sweet. 


"You'd like some, wouldn't you? Maybe another funnel cake, for you, sir? | know you've still got those tokens | 


gave you..try your luck at the sideshow!" 


Oli bit at the inside of his cheek, his fingers clutching the bag inside his pocket. He really did want to try the 


sideshows..and he hadn't eaten cotton candy since he was a kid." 


"No." A sharp, clear voice snapped like the cracking of a whip, breaking Oli of his trance. Joey stepped forward, 
his back coiled tightly with lean, tattooed muscles, placing himself in front of Mikey. "None of your games, 


Shuman. You keep your sickness to yourself.” 

Mikey seemed taken aback, eyebrows raising in surprise. 

"Have your loyalties here shifted, Joey? Exactly what are you doing?" he asked, his carefully constructed 
facade slipping for a moment. A small sliver of blood dripped from the corner of his mouth and he quickly 


wiped it away, eyes hardening. 


For a moment, it looked as though Joey would strike at him, lash out with a tight, solid fist. Instead, he 
shrugged, tucking his thumbs in the waistband of his bands and moving to stand beside Nick. 


"Doing my job, Mikey. Wages gotta be paid." 


Mikey laughed, clapping him on the shoulder and grinning with delight. Any trace of the blood on his lips had 


vanished and he seemed invigorated, rejuvenated. 


"That's my manl! | knew you were of sound mind, my friend. And what about you, Joshua? This place is your 


home.its been good to you." 


Oli, Long and Chris watched with wide eyes as Joshua stalled, fidgeting with the buckle of his belt and avoiding 
the eyes of the group before him. Dean whimpered softly, the fingers of one hand twisted in the hem of 
Long's shirt. 


"Joshua!" Jesse snapped, his pleasant, jovial face suddenly hard and cruel. Joshua flinched back, lifting an arm to 


shield his face. 


"What are you doing, Joshua?" he asked, stepping forward, his feathery, brown hair lifting with the breeze. The 
wind plucked at the two groups, carrying with it the same, repetitive waltz. "Quit acting stupid.l've taught you 
better than this." 


| can't Jess.." Joshua mumbled, clearing his throat and shaking his head. His voice seemed to rise in pitch with 


every word. 


| can't! My conscience won't let me anymore, Jessel I've seen it! know what happens to them. It gets sucked 


out, all of it, it's horrible.| won't be a part of it, not again. | don't care what it costs." 


Jesse snarled, stepping forward and lifting one hand, his fingers cracking hard across Joshua's face. It didn't 
seem to phase him, certainly not physically, but he lowered his head and shrank back. 


"You selfish, selfish idiot!" Jesse growled, his anger echoed by the hissing of the girls behind him. "You'll get 
your wish. You know that? Me, Joey, Nick, here. We'll all fade away. You too, Joshua. You're sick too. The wages 
have to be paid, boy! They have to be paid!" 


For a brief moment, it looked as though Joshua would crumble, that he would back down and slink away with 
his tail between his legs, the huge, beaten dog of De La Luna The music of the Fun Machine grew louder, 
faster, echoing throughout the carnival. Suddenly, it stopped, silenced as Joshua lifted his head and set his jaw. 


"Fuck your wages. And fuck all of you. I'm done with this place." 


Taking advantage of the stunned looks on Jesse's face, and those of the others, Joshua spun on one foot and 
pointed back towards the hall of mirrors. 


"Run!" he yelled, he himself kicking up a spray of dust and heading for the door. Oli and Chris nodded, snapping 
into action, and Long grabbed Dean by the wrist as he followed. The five men broke into a run, bursting into 


the hall of mirrors, their pursuers shaking off the shock and following with a yell. 
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On further thought, Chris mused silently to himself, twisting through passages of mirrors and trying in vain to 
keep up with the figure of Oli before him, trying to hide in a hall of mirrors was a really, really bad idea. 


They had already lost Long and Dean, one minute the two had been just behind them, the next they had 
vanished. Joshua barked at him to forget it, that they were safe, lost somewhere in the hall. They had their 


own skins to worry about. 


Corner after bend, twist after turn, Chris soon felt himself become terribly disoriented. He stopped for just a 

moment, reaching out to steady himself on a mirror. To his dismay, there was no mirror at all and he lost his 
balance completely, falling through the gap into another part of the maze. When he stood, feeling for the gap in 
the dim light, he felt nothing around him but cool, hard glass. 


"Oli?" he hissed, not daring to shout for fear of alerting their persuers. He swore, turning and trailing a hand 


on the mirrors as he walked, feeling for another way out. 


The passage seemed to go on for dozens of yards, offering no door, no gap. For such a run-down, twisted 
carnival, he thought to himself, this was a very well constructed attraction He stared back at himself at 
every turns, distorted and shrunk, squashed and stretched, often laughing and always mocking. Even when he 
himself did not smile, the grin on his reflection looked like the slit of a knife. 


He shuddered, turning away from the mirrors and focusing on his feet, watching them move ever forward, 


illuminated by a sliver of sunlight. 


Wait. He stopped, turning and glancing over his shoulder. He was alone, still: No door had been opened, no tent 
flap lifted, but still a small ray of light shone over his battered sneakers. Carefully following it, the beam led to 


a tiny gap beneath one of the mirrors. 


Crouching, Chris ran his fingers over the bottom of the mirror, finding, to his delight, that it was in fact a 
hidden door. He opened it carefully, swinging it open and shielding his eyes against the dozens of panes of 
reflected light, before stepping out onto the sand and carefully closing it. 


He held a hand over his eyes, looking from side to side and deciding he was near the back of the carnival. It 
was definitely disorienting - the entrance to the hall had been near the gate, how could the hall have 
stretched so far? 


Chris shook his head. There were other things to consider. The rides and booths around him - scarce and 
dilapidated this far into the carnival - were at least empty. He was alone, scared, and quite possibly lost: 


There was one familiar sight to be had. Before him, slightly to the left, was a dull, painted trailer that he 
remembered seeing when the group had been walking towards the burlesque tent. There was something 
interesting about it, intriguing in its state of disrepair. Carefully, checking for any other signs of life, he made 
his way towards it. 


The paint over the door read mystic, and Chris shrugged, feeling oddly drawn to turn the handle, letting himself 
in. The interior of the trailer was much like the outside, run down, unimpressive. It was definitely lived in, the 
walls were crowded with fliers and posters, pages ripped from books and odd, feather-heavy masks. A low 


couch with a scratched wooden table sat in the middle, with a small, unmade cot pushed against the far wall. 


Chris frowned. The trailer was empty, at least for the time being. It might make a good place to hide. He 
walked around the side of the couch, trailing his hand over the faded fabric. His fingers brushed something 
different, something strange. It felt like the side of a human head. 


His heart thudding in his chest, throat dry, he glanced down. His fingers lay over the jaw of a man, hollow and 
sunken in appearance. He certainly hadn't been there before, Chris was certain of that. He jerked his hand 
away, willing an apology to fall from his useless lips, and the man turned to face him. 


He looked, in the simplest terms, as though he'd crawled from the grave. His skin was lined and tanned dry by 
the sun, covered in a myriad of scars and tattoos. His eyes, dark and deep-set, were empty and devoid of any 
recognition. Chris was surprised that the man was breathing, let alone moving. 


"llm sorry..d-didn't see you." he finally managed to force words from his mouth, taking an unsteady step 


backwards. He glanced at the door, and in a that moment, the man moved. 


He lashed out with a speed Chris would never have expected, one arm darting out and coming down against the 
inside of Chris's elbow. He held something in his tattooed hand, something sharp, and Chris whimpered as he 
felt a needle press deep into his flesh. 


As the man pulled his hand away, he revealed the syringe that had been concealed beneath his fingers. Chris 
let out a low, sickened moan, stumbling back and reaching for the vile thing. It was much too late, whatever 
had been in the hypodermic was pumping through his veins. As he fell back, he heard the man chanting and 


mumbling, speaking words that echoed only inside the confines of Chris's own head. 


Now you see, they whispered, coming together in a rough, gravelly gasp. Chris's eyes rolled backwards and he 


hit the floor, an inky blackness flooding the trailer. 


And then, the pictures came. 
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"Stop, stop." Oli gasped, reaching out and grabbing Joshua by the back of the shirt. The huge man frowned, 
turning and grabbing Oli by the wrist, determined to pull him further along through the maze. 


"No, | can't," Oli shook his head, jerking his hand away and sitting down, slumping against a mirror and letting his 
head top back against the glass. "We've lost Chris, now..back there, somewhere." 


Joshua bit his lip, hesitating a moment, deciding on whether to continue or not. He examined the mirrors 


surrounding them, running his hands over several before finding a crease. 


"Here," he whispered, motioning to Oli and pushing the mirror aside, revealing a small, hidden alcove. 
"Maintenance. Its not outside, but if you need to stop, we can do it in here." 


Oli nodded, following him into the tiny compartment behind a dozen mirrors. There was enough room to sit and 


rest, and he relished a moment to catch his breath. Joshua sat beside him, fidgeting, uneasy and on edge. 


"Are we going to get out of here?" Oli asked softly, his voice low. Joshua shrugged, his fingers twitching 
towards the cigarettes in his pocket. He didn't dare. 


"Maybe. | don't know..” 
Oli frowned, rolling his shoulders and willing his back to crack, releasing some of the nervous tension 


"Well, what the hell is going on here, then?" he hissed, suddenly angry. There was no blame in it, he had a right 


to be furious, a right to demand answers. 


"Joshua, just what the hell is going on here? This place is fucked up, | know that now. You need to tell me 
what's going on here." 


Joshua frowned, chewing at his lower lip, biting at the skin until red spots of blood appeared. They seemed to 
frighten him, and he wiped his mouth on his wrist, tilting his head forward slightly. 


"| shouldn't." he replied, speaking in a hushed, paranoid tone. "Everyone hears this this place. Mikey, Mister van 
Leeuwen. Jesse..they all hear." 


Oli sighed gently, rubbing the back of his own head and resting a hand on Joshua's shoulder, worried for his 


friends and desperate to know what would make such a huge, imposing man act like a skittish kitten 


"Tell me. Please. If | know, maybe | can help. Long, and Chris too. They're bright lads. Please, Joshua. need to 


know." 


Joshua hesitated, letting the silence stretch for several minutes. Finally, he nodded, resting his legs out 


straight in front of him, gesturing for Oli to lean closer, lowering his voice and narrowing his eyes. 


"It started with the Fun Machine." 
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Medication 


Author's Notes: 
An AU taking place in a carnival. 


The carnival wasn't always like this. Chris could see that, now. 


Part of him felt as though he were still laying on the floor of the trailer, his arms and legs twitching against 
the wooden boards. Something hard and foreign had been driven into his arm, setting off the chain of images 
filing through his mind. They flickered in front of his eyes, like a broken slide machine, some images more 
distorted than others. As he watched, a low, rough voice spoke from behind. 


It wasn't always like this. 


The mid way used to be packed with children from first light, to last dusk. Laughing, smiling, keeping the 
banners bright and the balloons full. The Fun Machine shone bright and red, piping its music throughout the 
carnival, egged on by the delight of all who passed her. De La Luna grew fa and wealthy from the happiness of 


her patrons. 


Chris moaned softly, straining forward to squint at what looked like a sepia-toned portrait, hanging in front of 
him. The voice told him to look harder, past the suits, past the stains of time and age, to recognize the 


carnival family as it used to be. 


He saw Joshua, first. Standing towards the back, a grin on his face and a full, red beard. He looked happy, 
healthy, nothing like the skittish giant who had led them into the mirrors. Jesse stood behind him, his 
mustache larger, curled towards the tip. His eyes twinkled beneath a fine top hat, his hand resting on Joshua's 


arm. 


The two girls, Wendy-Ray and Polly-Jean, stood to the left with full breasts and healthy, pale cheeks. Their 
outfits were resplendent, intricately embroidered and covered in lace. They each held a cigarette between their 


fingers, their dark hair curled and piled atop their heads. 


To the right of the women stood Nick, still bald, still goat-bearded and shirtless. He was without tattoos, 
however, instead wearing startling black paint over his eyes and cheeks. Joey crouched beside him, still with his 


own tattoos, sporting a thin, black mustache that made him look like some sort of circus-esque strong-man. 


Look closer, the low, gravel-voice hissed, and Chris did as he was told. He looked at the last three figures, 


seated in the center of the picture, and recognized the first two instantly. 


Troy sat in the middle, wearing a fine, high-necked suit. His hair was carefully combed and glossy-black He 
looked healthy, rich, and happy. As did Mikey, who sat to his left. The barker's hair was tied back beneath his 
straw boater, his jacket was bright with crisp white and red stripes. He grinned at the camera, happy in his 
work, and in his life. Try as he might, Chris could find no traces of the dark, consumptive circles and the 
blood-tinged lips he'd seen on the carnival folk. 


One last figure sat in the photo, to the right of Troy. A young man, tattooed and gaunt, but otherwise lively,it 
took Chris several moments to recognize the man on the sofa, with the needle. The mystic. Something 


whispered the name Mark in his ear and he nodded, pulling back from the picture. 
As he did, however, things began to change. 


Looking back, the photograph had suddenly begun to darken. While the skin grew sickly yellow and pale, the eyes 
grew darker, harder, full of hatred and confusion. Dust and sand began to gather around their ankles, as 
though the carnival folk themselves were sifting away into nothing bu the desert itself. Their lips grew bloody, 
their hands grasping and thin. At the back of the photograph, Josh began to cower, hiding, shrinking, flinching 
away from the rest of the group. 


Without warning, the image of Mark opened its mouth, his jaw separating like that of a snake. Chris caught a 
glimpse of a horribly severed, mutilated tongue before a deluge of black blood flowed forth, drowning every 
figure still standing in the photo. 


Then, as if someone had set a match to one corner, the picture began to curl and shrink away. It melted 
before Chris's eyes, slowly disappearing, revealing behind it the tarnished image of the Fun Machine. A chain of 
skulls, definitely human, sat round the edge of the huge, red machine, picked clean by crows and bleached white 
by the sun The wheels turned, grinding away on the inside, and the music played on. 


Chris jerked forward on the floor, gasping and arching his back. His eyes rolled and he swung for the needle, 
knocking it from his arm and sending it clattering across the floor. He sat up, slowly, steadying himself on the 
arm of the couch, and met the eyes of the mystic. 

"Mark?" he asked, swallowing against the taste of blood in the back of his throat. The man nodded, watching 
him quietly from the couch. Chris stood, pressing the heel of his hand against the side of his throbbing head. 
There was no puncture wound in the crook of his elbow, nothing to suggest he'd been stabbed at all. 

"You can't talk, can you?" 


Mark shook his head, writing something in quick, deft shorthand, handing the slip of paper to Chris. 


van Leeuwen took a lot of precautions to keep his dirty secret here. | didn’t escape unharmed'' 


Chris shuddered,nodding and taking a cautious seat in a threadbare chair, watching Mark with dry, pained eyes. 
"Everything | just saw..you did that, didn't you? You made me see it?" 


Another nod. Chris shook his head, letting out a low whistle. He folded his fingers, pulled them apart, then 


folded them once more. It did little to ease the nervous tension. 


"What are we doing here?" he asked, leaning forward in the chair. "And Dean. He wasn't in the picture.why 


were you all keeping him here?" 


Mark sighed, stretching his long, tattooed fingers and taking another slip of paper from the table. This note 


took longer, and Chris grew more nervous with each passing second. 

We're dying. All of us, it read, and Chris willed his hand to stop shaking, rattling the paper. ‘The machine keeps 
us alive, but it needs to be fed Maintained That was the plan for the boy, but van Leeuwen delayed too long Now 
were wasting away, to dust, and the boy has grown too miserable to sustain even his own life.’ 

Chris frowned, finally settling on folding his fingers together, fixing Mark with an intent stare. 

"So..so why are we here? Why did Nick bring us here? Are we some kind of.some kind of sick, back up plan?" 


Mark shook his head, another note swiftly delivered. 


A camvval needs staff People to care for the rides, to bring in the crowds. If van Leeuwen finds himself fading 
quickly, he'll go knowing his carnival wont be abandoned! 


Chris groaned, letting his head fall forward into his hands. he didn't want to believe it, not a word, but it was 
all too real to be pushed aside as a dream, a hallucination, or a cruel joke. When he looked up again, another 


note, the last note, sat on the table. 


Destroy the machine. End this. No one should live this way.’ 


EK 
"As soon as that thing showed up, everything went downhill, Joshua whispered, sitting with his legs bent 
before him, elbows resting on his knees. 


"The Fun Machine?" Oli asked, his voice nothing more than a bare hush. As far as he knew, they were still 
being pursued. Joshua nodded, goosebumps prickling the backs of his hands. 


"Yeah. De La Luna used to be a fine, beautiful place. Happy kids everywhere, bright, colorful..you couldn't turn 


around without seeing a happy face. Then the depression hit..folks didn't have change to spare on a ferris 
wheel, back then" 


Oli held up a hand, leaning forward and narrowing his eyes. 


"Wait..wait.the depression™ he frowned, searching Joshua's face for some hint of a joke. "Just how old is this 


place..how old are you” 


Joshua shrugged, silently listening for a moment and then drawing out his pack of cigarette, happy that they 
had apparently escaped. 


"Too old. Not as old as the rest, though. | joined just before things started to go bad." 


Oli shuddered, wrapping his hands around his knees and drawing them close to his chest. Although surreal was 


hardly enough to describe how he felt in that exact moment, it was the only word he could think of. 


"It was a bad, bad time, you know," Joshua continued, lighting the cigarette hanging from the corner of his 
mouth, tucking the battered lighter into his shirt pocket. 


"No one had much to laugh about. So the boss, he brought in this new attraction. This huge organ. He said itd 
keep the carnival happy. And it did, for a while. Everyone got used to the music, used to feeling good about life 


again" 


"So what changed?" Oli asked, leaning further forward, caught up in the story. "I mean, something obviously 


went wrong... 


Joshua nodded, sucking on the filter of his cigarette and letting the smoke drift from his nostrils. It seemed to 
coil and twist in the air, matching the music of the Fun Machine, playing steadily outside. 


"Yeah. Things went real wrong. It took a while.ten years or so, | think, but everyone started to get sick. No one 
came to the shows anymore, and we all..well, it felt like we were coughing up our insides. Everything started to 


taste like blood, and sand. Dusty, you know?" 


"We started to get desperate, started to turn mean. Always picking at each other. The girls,especially, they 
turned cruel. Then one day..everything was better again. The music was louder, people started queuing at the 
gates..food tasted like food, not blood.it was like a miracle." 


Oli bit into his lip, waiting on tenterhooks for Joshua to take another drag, filling his lungs with smoke and 
coughing. For the first time, Oli noticed several flecks of blood on the filter. 


"We found out later that the day before everyone showed back up, some teenage girl went missing from just 
over in the next town. They said she was plucked right out of her bed. We thought nothing of it, ‘course, but 
that's when things really started to change." 


He paused, lifting a finger to his lips and pressing his ear to a gap between the mirrors. Footsteps echoed past, 
growing louder before fading completely. Joshua shuddered, shaking himself and dragging from the cigarette 


once more. 

"It took a while..another ten years or so. The sickness went away, but so did everything else. | mean, we still 
enjoyed our life, you see, but we..well. No one seemed to be getting any older. The girls stayed pretty. stayed 
strong, Jesse, Nick and the rest stayed wiry and quick." 


Oli leaned back, resting his head against the back of a mirror, taking a moment to process the information 


given to him. 

"Joshua." he whispered, choosing his words very carefully. "Just.just how old are you?" 

Joshua shrugged, ducking his head and grinning a little, almost as if he were sheepish in his admission. 
"Stopped counting past sixty. Didn't think there was much point in it all" 


Oli swore softly, shaking his head and reaching out for a cigarette. Joshua laughed, nodding and tossing the pack 


across the tiny alcove. 


"So, like | said, none of us got any older. We all knew it was that damned machine that did it. It keeps us locked 
here, ties us to De La Luna. No one, ‘cept Troy, knew how it worked, and none of us cared to guess. That is, 
until another kid up and vanished." 


"It must have been ten years to the day, an older kid vanished, just like the first. Everyone said he ran away, 
off to seek his fortune, or join the military, you know? But we knew better.” 


"The Fun Machine." Oli hissed, shaking his head amidst a cloud of cigarette smoke. "It what.it runs on people? Is 


that if?" 


Joshua shrugged again, although this time his shoulders stayed hunched. He swallowed, running shaking fingers 


through thick, red hair. 


"Kind of. It keeps us happy, keeps us alive and healthy. If we go too long..well, we get sick. But I've had enough. 
That's why l'm getting you all out of here. Dean-o.he was supposed to be next, but Troy took a liking to him, 
offered him a job..we've never gone so long without feeding the machine.let it starve, | say. No one should 


have to live like this." 
Oli leaned forward on his knees, resting a hand on Joshua's wrist and looking him straight in the eyes. 


"Joshua.what does it do? Tell me, please..tell me what it does, and maybe we can find a way to get you out of 


here...” 


Joshua flinched back, yanking his arm fro beneath Olits hand and letting out a slow, mournful whimper. He 
sounded like a beaten dog, shaking his head and grinding his cigarette out beneath one boot. 


| can't. | shouldn't. mean, look what knowing did to me. | never used to be like this, you know. Afraid of 


everything. | used to breath fire, juggle knives, slide swords down my throat and live to laugh about it." 
"What happened, Joshua?" Oli pressed on, insistent, taking his arm in hand once more. "Tell me. | need to know." 


"|. got curious." Joshua stammered, turning his head away, eyes closed. "I had to know. The last.the last time 


a kid went missing, | went to the machine and | pulled open the control panel, and..and it.." 


He cut himself off, shaking his head in a sharp, jarring motion. He pulled away from Oli, standing and brushing 


the ever-present dust from his jeans. 


| can't. You just need to trust me..believe me, alright? | can't let it happen again, not to Dean. | like him, | know 


him. 


Oli nodded, standing beside Joshua and patting him on the shoulder, feeling a world of sympathy and pity for 
the big, timid man. 


"Okay. Let's find the others." 
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Dean reached out as they rounded yet another corner, setting a hand on Long's elbow and pulling him back. 


"I think we lost them," he gasped, carrying his shoes in the other hand. There was no point trying to run in the 
antique heels, the noise alone had been ridiculous. 


Long nodded, pressing himself up against a mirror and looking back down the hallway, sighing softly. 

"Your friends, as well as mine. Fuck." 

Dean snorted, an odd sound coming from such an oddly feminine figure. 

"Don't think, for one minute, that they're my friends," he replied, standing beside Long, his voice a low hiss. his 
clothes, the ruched skirt and the spangled bodice, were in complete disarray, matching the torn fishnets and 


bloody makeup. Long had tried not to stare, but the entire ensemble was interesting, to say the least. 


"Well, whatever they are," he whispered, crouching down and staying flat against the wall of mirrors. "They're 


gone, and we can rest for a minute. Maybe..explain some things... 


Dean smiled gently, tilting his head to the side and wiping a smudge of red lipstick from the corner of his own 
mouth. 


"What could | possibly have to explain?" he asked, his lips twisting into a mischievous smile. Long laughed. 

"You know, you seem to be taking this all very well. This.whatever this is." 

Nodding, Dean sat down, motioning for Long to do the same. His knees hurt from where he'd fallen on the 
stage, and he could feel a welt from Troy's cane across the backs of his thighs. His spirits, however, had lifted 
considerably. 


"Ive been here a while. Almost three years, now. You..get used to the weirdness." 


Long nodded, inclining his head forward and watching Dean from the corner of his eye, stretching his legs out 
before him and taking advantage of a momentary break. 


"Yeah. About that.just what the hell is going on here?" 


"| couldn't tell you," Dean replied, sucking at the tip of his finger, just below were his nail had broken and the 
blood had congealed. He flinched, his brow creasing at the pain. 


"I thought itd be an adventure, you know? This show came rolling through my town and | jumped at the first 
job available. It just so happened to be my specialty." 


Long laughed, raising an eyebrow and plucking at a loose strip of lace. 
"What, this?" 


"Yeah," Dean grinned, slapping Long's hand away and adjusting his slim, flattering dress. "This. I'm actually really 
good at it, too. Fooled you, didn't |?" 


Long blushed, nodding and ducking his head for a moment. 
"Okay. Yeah..you fooled me. But you have to admit, | was a little distracted at the time." 


"Ahh," Dean replied, nudging his shoulder against Long's, smiling. "That's right. You had to dry my tears and 


stage your rescue, huh? Do you jump to action like that for every damsel in distress?" 
Long's cheeks burned bright and he shrugged, tentatively patting Dean's fishnet-encased knee. 


"Not all of them. | just don't like seeing people mistreated.thats all. Do they always act like that?" 


"No, not always," Dean shook his head, making no effort to move Long's hand as it rested just above his knee. 
"but it's been getting worse. Everyone seems kind of..sick, lately, and there aren't as many people coming to 
the shows. | don't know..maybe its the season, or the weather, but I'm starting to feel like a sheep among 
wolves..you know?" 


Long nodded, fingers curling a little. 


"Yeah, | know. Joshua seemed pretty agitated back there.| thought he was going to take a swing at someone. 


You have any idea what he was going on about?" 
"Not a clue," he shrugged, curling in on himself a little. As he shifted, Long's hand dropped further down his 
thigh, coming to rest on his hip. Long started, pulling away and wrapping his arms around his torso. Dean 


continued, but not without a small smile on his face. 


‘Ive been thinking about leaving for a while now. This place is just too..too weird. Today was sort of like the 


last straw, you know?" 


He paused, hesitating and not waiting for a reply, before turning to Long and resting a small, lace-gloved hand 
on his chest. 


"Thank you. You didn't have to stand up for me..and you certainly didn't have to go through all this trouble.. 


Long laughed, waving his hand nonchalantly and moving to reply, before finding himself with a lap full of lace 
and silk Dean moved forward, straddling his hips and pressing his hands against his chest. 


"Dean." Long started, scooting back a little and trying to escape from beneath the tiny figure, lifting a hand to 


cover Dean's. "You don't have To... 
Dean shook his head, leaning forward and pressing his palm flat against Long's cheek. 
‘Its okay. | want to..really. It's been a while since | was around someone so.human, you know?" 


Long jerked his head back a little, covering Dean's hand with his own, feeling the scratch of the lace and the 


ribbon press into his cheek. He smiled, after a moment's hesitation, and nodded. 
"Yeah. | know. But look..you're scared, and I'm not sure this is a good... 


"Paul." Dean hissed, sliding his fingers into his thick, black hair and tilting his head forward a half-inch. "Just 
shut up, already." 


He leaned in, barely giving Long time to react before kissing him. It was slow, to begin with, gentle and hesitant, 


before growing in intensity as the familiar motions came flowing back. 


Dean slid his other hand into Long's hair, holding him by the back of the head and letting his tongue flicker out, 
grazing Long's lips and tempting him to do the same. He did just that, lifting his own hand and cupping the back 
of Dean's neck, pulling him forward, deeper, gently biting at his lip. 


Dean arched forward, pressing his chest against Long's and letting his hands drop, nails digging into his 
shoulders, plucking at his clothes. Long shrugged out of his jacket, head tipping back against the mirror as his 


fingers slid down over Dean's narrow back. They stopped at his hips, pulling him forward, pushing him down. 


"Nn..you changed your mind pretty quick, there." Dean gasped, laughing and rolling his hips back against Long's 


broad, warm hands, pressing his own against Long's chest and leaning in to kiss the curve of his neck. 
Long laughed, plucking at the layered ruffles of lace, silk and chiffon, fingers dipping gently beneath the skirt. 


"| guess | like lace more than | thought, huh?" he replied, and Dean grinned, reaching back and covering Long's 
hand with his own. 


He moved it forward, around his hip and across his abdomen, gently pushing down. Long, to his own surprising 
delight, found what felt to be a garter belt and womer's silk panties. He rolled his eyes, lifting Dean's face to 
his own and raising an eyebrow. 

"Really?" 

Dean grinned, shrugging and pressing a gentle line of kisses from Long's lips to the edge of his jaw. 

Its not an illusion if it isn't complete. | told you, this happens to be my specialty.” 

Long snorted, plucking at the panties and tugging them down, just enough to graze his nails over smooth, pale, 
hairless hips. Dean gasped, arching up on his knees and pushing the panties away, down over his knees and 


ankles, kicking them to a corner. Still clad in the garter belt and torn stockings, he tugged at Long's belt. 


"Are you sure?" Long whispered, stilling Dean's hand, fingers curling around his wrist. Dean nodded, his cheeks 


flushed and his lips swollen 


"Yeah. Yeah..'m sure. Three years is a long time to walk around, playing a pretty, untouched doll in sparkly, lacy 
clothes. Just..stop thinking about this, and do it. For me. Please?" 


Long paused, running his eyes over Dean's face, stroking his hips and jaw, before nodding gently. Dean smiled, 
unbuckling the belt and yanking his jeans open, sliding quick, deft fingers around the base of Long's prick 


Long swore, lifting his hips into the touch, eyes rolling just a little. Dean's long, painted nails scratched at 
sensitive skin, his prick already hard and responsive. He bit his lip to stay quiet, hips jerking up at a quicker, 


more insistent pace. 


Moving forward just a little, Dean took Long's hand, lifting it to his lips and winking. Slowly, and with no little 
amount of skill, he started to suck at two fingers. His tongue flickered at the tips, tasting sand and sweat, 
drawing them into his throat and sucking gently, enjoying himself. Long shifted awkwardly, aroused and a little 


embarrassed, watching Dean's lined, painted eyes close, lipstick smeared across his lips. 


"Fuck." Long hissed, pulling his hand away before completely losing control. Dean winked, leaning up on his knees 
and glancing down, a quiet suggestion and an even quieter offer. Long nodded, dropping his hand and sliding his 


two wet fingertips down over Dean's ass. 


Dean swore quietly, rolling his hips back and fisting his hands in Long's shirt, laying his head against his 
shoulder and gritting his teeth. He pushed back, giving it his all, at once, and stifling a cry as two long, slender 
fingers slid inside. He stretched easily but not without initial resistance, breathing hard and hiding his face in 
Long's shirt. 


Long shifted gently, adjusting his back against the mirror and moving his fingers back and forth, kissing Dean's 
cheek and holding his spare against against the back of the boy's head. He stroked his hair, scratching gently at 
his scalp, moving his fingers in and out, back and forth, until Dean's chest stopped heaving and he felt him nod. 


Pulling his hand away, Long gently pushed Dean back onto his knees, spitting on his palm and doing what little he 
could to make it easier. Dean smiled, blushing at the small consideration. When he pushed back, pressing his 
hips down until he felt them flush against Long's, he pushed his tongue over Long's lips and whimpered into his 


mouth. 


"Paul." he gasped, lifting his hands and pushing them against the mirrors, one either side of Long's head. It took 
Long a moment to recognize his own name, and the moment he did he started to lift his hips, pulling Dean down 


with every movement, dragging his nails over the skin beneath the lace. 


He swore again, closing his eyes and tilting his head back. Dean had his face pressed against the curve of his 
shoulder, pushing back and leaning forward, gasping and hissing with every movement. Only when Long opened 


his eyes, did it occur to him just where they were. 


He turned his head to either side, staring at the reflections that stared right back at him. Two thousand eyes. 
Ten thousand fingers His own face, over and over, his own hand against Dean's ass, reflected back more than 
he could count. It was eerie, jarring and disturbing, more so once he felt his prick jump and swell inside of Dean. 
Keeping his eyes on the nearest mirror, Long began to fuck him harder, pulling him down in short, sharp 


motions. 


Dean squealed, twisting his hands in Long's shirt and slamming his hips down, moaning his name against a 
handful of black hair. Long paid no notice, eyes fixed on the reflection, watching Dean's hips move back and 
forth, up and down. Soon enough, the situation and sensations became overwhelming and he held Dean tight, 


dropping one hand and stroking the boy's slim, twitching cock. 


"Gonna..gonna, fuck." Dean gasped, gritting his teeth and closing his eyes, clinging to Long for what seemed like 
dear life. Long nodded, holding him close and kissing the side of his head. They came together in a frozen, 
stilting gasp, fingertips leaving tiny, perfect bruises and feet scraping against the floor. 


Long leaned back against the mirror, beds of sweat stinging his eyes. Dean collapsed forward, his head tucked 
just beneath Long's chin, fingers still twisted in his shirt. 


"Thank you," he whispered, catching his breath and trying to still his hips, still moving forward, aching and 


satisfied. Long nodded, kissing his forehead and running his hand down over Dean's spine, over lace and sequins. 


And the Fun Machine, tempo quickening, notes cycling, played on 
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The Blood is Love 


Author's Notes: 
An AU fic based in a Carnival. 


Troy caught Mikey's eye as he reached the front of the hall, a sour expression shared between the two. 
"If you've scared them off." he growled, cut off by Mikey's short, rough laugh. 
"What, then? You going to hit me with your cane, old man? | won't take it as lightly as the boy." 


Troy bared his teeth, but made no other threat. Mikey was the closest thing he had to an equal in the 


carnival..letting anything distract him now would be a very bad idea indeed. 


"You three," he snapped, gesturing to Joey, Jesse and Nick, standing a few steps back, away from the 
confrontation. "Tear it down. The whole thing. It's just wood and glass, after all. if that bitch is still inside, we've 
wasted enough time as it is." 


Joey cleared his throat, hesitating and kicking at the dust beneath his feet. Jesse and Nick made no effort to 


move, and Troy's expression hardened. 
"What, you three are deaf, now? Or is this mutiny?" 


"Its not that, boss," Joey replied, his eyes held low. "It's just..they're all mirrors, arent they? That's a lot of 


mirrors to go breaking.” 


Troy remained silent for a moment, his face blank, unreadable. Slowly, his eye began to twitch at the corner 
and his lips pressed into a thin, irritated line. Joey flinched. 


"Superstition?" Troy asked, raising his voice above the silence, the wind, and the light, twinkling notes of the Fun 
Machine. "You..you're disobeying me for..superstition?” 


The facade fell and he turned dark, sunken, bruised eyes on Joey. Blood diluted by saliva fell from his lips and 
he spat at the ground, the crimson gob dissolving into dust before it hit that sand. His skin, bone-white and 
stretched thin tore over his cheeks as he moved, lifting the cane high above his head and bringing it down 
over Joey's shoulder. It splintered, snapping in two and falling away. 


"You stupid, stupid sons of bitches!" He shrieked, throwing the head of the cane to the ground and lashing out, 


slapping the strongman across the face. He seemed to take it in his stride, although his own face had become 


hollow, devoid of color and life. 


"You're afraid of bad luck? Look at us! We are all dying, fading away, becoming a part of this god-forsaken 
desert! The only thing you have to worry about it the devil himself coming up to reclaim that damned machine 
and taking our souls back with him! Now do as | say!" 


Nick nodded, sharply, darting towards one of the sideshows and returning with a huge, rubber-headed mallet. 
He handed it to Joey, who took it without comment. His shoulder ached but he'd been put through worse. 


As he hefted the mallet, Jesse and Nick untied the ropes that held the canvas tent over the inner frame. 
Loosing a few key knots and tugging hard in one direction, the bright cover slid from the wooden frame and fell 
to the ground, revealing the shining, glinting mass of mirrors beneath. A faint cry of surprise sounded from 


the center, and Troy laughed. 


"Do it! | want every last mirror shattered! There is nowhere to hide in my carnival, no place is safe, do you 
understand me?" 


Joey stepped forward, mallet held high. He hesitated, only briefly, before flexing his arms and swinging it in a 
wide, arching half-circle. The head of the mallet hit the first mirror before him and it fell, spraying glass like a 


rock shattering a calm pond. 


The mirror hit another, which hit another in turn, toppling pane after pane of reflective glass. Nick and Jesse 
pushed from either side and soon the chain of falling mirrors was unstoppable. Another scream sounded from 


towards the center, panicked and surprised. Troy laughed again, his calm, cool mask once again in place. 
"Come out, come out!" he roared, his voice carrying over the shattering of glass. "Cut and bleeding, | don't 
care! You're still good to me, Dean. | know you're happy..they did something for you, didn't they? They gave 


you that spark of hope! | can smell it, boy. can smell it in your soul, still tucked away.” 


Slowly, as the dust from the falling glass faded, a figure made itself visible. Joshua stood from where he had 
been hunched over Oli, his back cut and scratched from the shards. Half of the mirrors still stood. 


"He's not here." Joshua growled, holding Oli firmly by the wrist. Oli nodded, shaking splinters from his hair, 
deciding against an attempt to talk. 


"Liar!" Mikey shrieked, standing beside Troy, his teeth bared and his eyes like those of a rabid dog. "There are 


more mirrors yet to fall, Joshua!" 


Jesse stepped forward, his boots crunching against the glass, hands spread before him as though he were 
trying to sooth a ferocious, skittish dog. 


"Joshua." he smiled, walking closer, putting himself between the much, much bigger man and the last few 


standing mirrors. "You've put up a good fight. You're sick too..you know you are, standing in the way is only 
sealing your fate, along with ours. Stop fighting us.." 


Joshua hesitated, his grip loosening on Oli's wrist. Whether he would have agreed or continued to fight was 
lost, as Jesse swung his arm high. He brought his fist down against the nearest standing mirror, starting the 
chain once more, having taken advantage of the momentary distraction. The fell, one before another, spiraling 


down towards the ground and slowly revealing the cowering, silent forms of Dean and Long. 


“There's our prize," Troy smiled, walking forward over the glass. It took Jesse, Joey and Nick to hold Long back 
as Troy ripped Dean from his chest. He held him by the elbow, s smug grin on his face. 


"Gave our boy a quick little fuck, did you?" he asked, laughing at Long's defiant refusal of an answer. "Of 


course you did. Ask any man here how tight his sweet, precious ass is." 


Dean cried out, dragged barefoot across the shards of glass, whimpering and trying to twist free from Troy's 
grip. 


"Don't try it, buddy," Jesse whispered as Long jerked forward, his boots breaking and crunching the glass. "The 


boss is in rare form today." 


Long remained silent, glancing to the side and meeting Oli's eyes. Oli shrugged, his wrist still firmly held in 
Joshua's grip. 


"Don't worry," he whispered, nodding to Long, his eyes hard and ready. "I'm not going to let this happen again" 
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Oli stumbled after Joshua and Long, his brown creased with frustration as he struggled to keep up with the 
longer strides of two taller men. 


"Hey!" he snapped, grabbing Joshua by the back of his belt, pulling him to something of a slow stop. "Exactly 
where the fuck are you taking us? And just where the hell is Chris?" 


Long stopped, shaking the dust and and from his pants and nodding. 


"Yeah..look, l'm happy to follow you, but after what we've seen today..perhaps you'd better give us some 


warning, right?" 
Joshua sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose and nodding, gesturing for them to follow. 


"Okay..okay, fine, but we move while we talk. There's no time yet to waste." 


Oli and Long nodded, following Joshua at a slightly slower pace, still heading towards the far side of the carnival. 
After Dean was firmly in Troy and Mikey's grip, the rest of the carnival folk had seemed disinterested in 
Joshua and the two outsiders. As the group had turned towards the Fun Machine, Joshua had led Oli and Long 
away from the sea of shattered glass. 


"There's someone here you ain't met, yet," Joshua growled, frustrated at the slower pace. He gestured ahead 
of them, to where a painted trailer sat at the edge of the carnival. "He'll know what to do. | have a feeling 
your friend's met him, already." 

Long frowned, squinting through the sunlight towards the trailer. The was a figure standing outside, leaning 
against the verandaed steps. Was this who Joshua was so intent on meeting? They moved closer, through the 
sand and the sun, until.. 


"Chris! Fuck me, it's Chris!" 


Oli whooped, slapping Long on the back and running to the trailer. He caught Chris around the middle, drawing 
him into a huge, relieved hug. Long joined them, grabbing Chris by the back of the head and tugging him close. 


Chris, however, seemed too disoriented to notice. 


"Hey..hey, buddy, you alright there?" Oli frowned, holding Chris by the shoulders, eyebrow raised. "Earth to 


Chris? What is it, man? You see something nasty in the woodshed?" 
Chris shook himself, brow creased in confusion, looking up and meeting Joshua's concerned face. 


"You talked to him, didn't you?" Joshua asked, gently nudging Oli to the side and taking Chris's wrist, glancing at 


the inside of his elbow. It was clean and wound-free, but Joshua frowned nonetheless. "To Mark?" 


"Yeah," Chris nodded, sitting down on the lowest step, his hands hanging between his knees. "He..showed me 
things. About this place." 


Joshua nodded, muttering something short and low about filling Long in on the details, before climbing the 
stairs and opening the door to the trailer. 


He knew the inside of the small caravan well. Aside from Troy, Mark was the only other member of the 
carnival that knew what went on inside the Fun Machine. Joshua found his silence comforting. Mark expected 
nothing from him, save a little company without motive. 


This time, however, the trailer was empty, but Joshua knew the mystic's tricks. 


‘lm calling you out, Mark" he whispered, fingertips grazing over the back of the couch. "It's Joshua. You know | 


mean no harm.|'m calling you out" 


Still, nothing. No reply. No flicker of movement, just out of Joshua's vision. Mark was well and truly gone. 


Exactly where he had gone was a matter for futile debate, but he was gore. Joshua sighed, sitting on the 
couch and holding his head in his hands. 


"| needed you on this one, Mark," he muttered, closing his eyes before the sickness took advantage of his 


disappointment, showing against his pale skin "You know | ain't as smart as | used to be." 


Something cold and heavy blew through the trailer, a breeze with no way of getting in from the outside. 
Joshua frowned, lifting his head and looking around the room. Something had changed, and he saw it laying in 
the middle of the low, wooden table. A note. 


Frowning, Joshua took the note and held it in both hands, unfolding the slip of paper and smiling. He read aloud, 
feeling a weight lift from his shoulders as pictures and thoughts wove their way into his mind. 


"Stop the cycle, Joshua," he read, carefully, leaning back against the couch. "Feed the Machine and pay the 


wages." 
He curled his hand around the paper, folding it into a ball and feeling it reduce to nothing more than a handful 


of smooth, golden sand. He left it on the table, shaping it into a neat pile, before whispering his goodbyes and 
leaving the trailer. He knew what needed to be done. 
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"Stop your struggling," Troy laughed, his fingers digging into Dean's arm. "It's high time | tightened my grip on 
you." 


Dean whimpered, jerking and kicking at the sand, trying in vain to twist free. Mikey held his other arm, and 
laughed every time the slim boy kicked up another spray of dust. 


"Why?" Dean hissed, still twisting, still fighting. He looked back every few seconds, still hoping to see Long, Oli, 


Chris or Joshua running to his rescue. Nothing more than the empty carnival looked back. 
"Why are you doing this? Why did you wait, and keep me here so long?" 


"Yes, Troy." Mikey smiled, the toothy, deadly smile of a shark. "Enlighten us, as hwe near the end of our path. 
Why did you wait so long?" 


Troy scowled, dragging Dean around the corner of the bright burlesque tent, closing in on the carousel and the 


Fun Machine. 


"Because, Michael," he spat, still so unable to avoid confrontation with the barker, "this is still a business. | still 
have attractions to run, and shows to put on. The boy has talent! thought he'd yet add some young blood to 
De La Luna." 


Mikey shrieked with laughter, his glee echoed by Wendy-Ray and Polly-Jean, joining the procession. 
"One way or another, he willl" 


Troy smirked, and the rest of the group echoed Mikey's laughter as they closed in on the Fun Machine, her 
bright copper pipes reflecting the sunlight. Dean groaned. 


"Tell me..tell me one more thing, please.." he whispered, giving up on his struggle and instead hanging limp, a 


dead weight. 
"Oli, Chris and Long..what the hell do they have to do with this?" 


Troy snorted, adjusting his grip on Dean and dragging him through the dirt, twisting one hand in his hair and 


encouraging him to walk. 

"They're my insurance policy. | know you have spirit, boy, and I've known for a long time that Joshua has 
become somewhat..confused as to his loyalty here. If something were to go wrong, and | found myself without 
a morsel for the machine..well, I'd have three spares, wouldn't |?" 

Dean shuddered, wincing at the hand in his hair and tripping in the dust, stumbling and staying on his feet. 
"You're fucking sick, you know that?" 

Troy smiled, dragging his offering to the front of the machine and throwing him to the ground. 

"| know. But not for much longer.” 

The group gathered in a half circle at the front of the machine, watching eagerly as Troy removed his jacket. 
He stood before them in his shirt and waistcoat, lit by the mid-morning sun, framed by the copper and red of 


the machine looming behind him. 


"Gentlemen! And my dear, beautiful ladies," he began, holding his arms to the side. Dean rose to his knees, 
shrinking back before Troy delivered a swift kick to his side, laying him to the dirt once more. 


"| do apologize for the delay. admit, my ego and love of this carnival slowed my hand. You must admit, he 


looked pretty while we had him." 


The girls laughed and shrieked like banshees, clapping their hands together and whistling through bloody, 
cracked lips. Troy raised a hand, smiling. 


"However, as it has been pointed out to be so many times of late, the wages must be paid. The machine must 
be fed. De La Luna runs on blood, and blood she shall have!" 


The group roared with delight and Troy leaned forward, fisting his hand once more into Dean's hair and hauling 
him to his feet, whispering against his ear. 


"Do you know what's going to happen to you, in there, boy?" he smiled, his lips curving against the back of 
Dean's neck. Dean shook his head, gagging and whimpering. The smell of blood and decay grew thick in the air. 
Troy smirked, reaching back and pulling open the control panel, revealing a large, empty chamber, framed by 


copper pipes. 


"IFs going to take everything you have. Your love, your happiness, your life. It's going to suck it out of you, in 
its own special way. Itll hurt, don't get me wrong. It's going to tear at you, take you, ruin you, but it won't last 


long. And then, Dean, our clothes will be bright and our carnival, our home, will flourish again. All thanks to 


you." 


Dean sobbed, shaking his head as best he could, tears rolling down his face. He kicked at the dust, weakly, not 
yet wiling to give up. Troy laughed, tightened his grip, dragged Dean to the open panel and raised his voice to 
the crowd, 

"My friends! To your health!" 

"Wait." 

Troy stopped. He turned, slowly, staring with raised eyebrow at where Mikey had come to stand, just to his 
left. In his hand, the cruel, slim barker held a shard of broken mirror, a bloody handkerchief wrapped around 


one end. He smirked, and wiped blood from his lips with the back of his hand. 


‘Its time for a change, boss," he purred, his hypnotic voice swaying through the breeze. Troy shook his head, 
jerking it to the side. 


"Michael.what, exactly, are you planning on doing? I've wasted enough time, don't make anyone here wait 


another minute for what's owed to them" 
Mikey shook his head, stepping forward and holding his cruel, jagged knife high. 


"You're right, Troy. You've wasted enough time. That's why I'm taking over. Give me the boy..let me be the one 


to feed the machine. You're growing soft, old man, you're running this place into the ground." 
Troy tightened his grip on Dean's hair, pulling him back against his chest and hissing. 
"Don't be stupid! What are you going to do, boy? Stab me? You know that won't put me down!" 


"No, not for good," Mikey laughed, shaking his head and twisting the shard through the air. "But I'm fairly sure 
that if | slice your head free of your neck, itll buy me the time | need to have the wages paid." 


Troy snarled, looking to his employees, his followers, for support. Not one man moved. Nick, his loyal geek, 
shrugged and slid his hands into his pockets. 


"Time for change, boss," he muttered, hunching his shoulders and looking away. Troy, stunned, let his grip slip 
on Dean and in a moment's flash, Mikey grabbed the boy's hand. 


"Give him to me.." he growled, tugging hard. Dean stumbled forward, caught like a toy between two fighting, 
growling dogs. Troy shook his head, nails digging into tender, healthy flesh. 


"Nol | have always run this place! This carnival is mine, and | will not hand it over so easily! | would rather die!" 


"The let your words be your own prophecy." Mikey replied, lifting the shard of glass above his head. It caught 
the sun, sending a bright beam of light over the group. In a blind moment, no one saw Joshua round the 


carousel, moving forward like a juggernaut and striking Troy hard in the side. 


He fell, losing his grip on Dean completely, sending the boy sprawling against Mikey's chest. They fell to the 


sand, twisting and looking back in time to see Troy lose his balance. 


Weakened by the sickness that thinned his blood and dried his skin, Troy fell hard against the side of the Fun 
Machine. He reached out with one frail hand and gripped the side of the control panel, almost seeming to 


steady himself for a moment. 
"Help mel" He hissed, looking up at Joshua, reaching for him with his free hand. "What are you doing? Help me!" 
Joshua shook his head, taking Troy's hand by the wrist and pulling it from the bright, red metal edge. 


"No, boss," he whispered, holding Troy's hand in his own, watching as the copper pipes on the inside of the 
machine started bend and groan, reaching out for Troy. "The wages have gotta be paid." 


He released his grip, shoving Troy back into the machine. He screamed as the pipes reached for hi, curling 
around his neck, his arms and his legs, tugging him back into the open, empty space. The other members of 
the carrival gathered in close, crowding at the open panel, watching in horror at the scene they had speculated 


over so many times before. 


The pipes, thick and thin, all shining and copper, plucked at Troy's clothes. They tore them away, ripping the 
fine, pinstriped fabric to pieces. he opened his mouth to scream, rolling his head to the side and looking in 
horror at the faces of his employees, his companions, before a long, slim pipe forced it's way past his lips and 


into his throat. he gagged, eyes rolling back, and a hushed gasp ran through the members of the carnival. 


Laying on his back, kicking and twitching, bare inside the cold machine, Troy started to scream. It was muffled 
by the pipe, but he screamed nonetheless, jerking in pain as hollow copper cylinders punched through the thin, 
sick skin of his arms, legs and torso. They held him up from the ground, dripping blood over the clockwork. The 


machine raped him, drained him, held him aloft and took everything he had to give. His love, his happiness, and 
his life. Blood poured from his skin, his hips, his eyes and his nose, inky black and thick 


Joshua slammed the panel door shut. 


"l." Dean whimpered, climbing to his feet and backing away, his eyes wide and his face ghostly pale. Joshua 
caught him by the arm, pulling him close. 


"Listen to me, Dean-o. | want you out of here. Away from this place, away from the desert. Long, Chris and Oli 
are waiting at the gate..tell them it's over. Tell them I'm sorry...” 


Dean shook his head, tears on his cheeks, his hands shaking as he grasped at Joshua's shirt. 
"Come with us! Please, Joshua! You're better than this place." 

Joshua smiledshaking his head and leaning down, pressing a gentle kiss to Dean's cheek. 

"No, Dean. l'm a part of it. Just like Mikey, just like Troy. I'm sick. This is my home." 


Dean opened his mouth again, intent on another protest, before Joshua shoved him roughly away. He pushed 
him from the group, pointing to the gate, not speaking until Dean had turned away. 


"| guess..you're in charge now... Mikey whispered, still half-stunned by what he'd witnessed. The machine before 
them seemed to be growing, swelling, playing louder and brighter than before. Joshua smiled broadly, shaking 
his head. 


"Nope. No one's ruming this place, now. Nothing left fo run" 


Mikey frowned, climbing to his feet and dusting himself off. he frowned, glancing down at his jacket. The dust 
wouldn't come off, wouldn't float free in the breeze. It stuck, gathering, growing, and Mikey balked in horror as 


he realized it was coming from his hands. 


He held them up above his face, a disturbed murmur running through the group. His fingernails were shrinking, 
dissolving into dust, carried away by the wind. His fingers soon followed, shrinking little by little, nothing more 
than grains of sand. 


"Joshua!" he shrieked, balling one fist and striking at Joshua's chest. As he hit, his entire hand exploded in a 
cloud of dust, choking him, sticking in his hair and around his eyes. "What have you done to us!" 


"Ile ended it," Joshua whispered, sitting down and leaning back against the Fun Machine. He held up one hand, 
patting the swelling, creaking machine, his hand slowly disintegrating, joining the desert. “She's running on sick, 
tainted blood now. Won't be long now until she falls apart. Enjoy yourselves, friends, I've had enough of this.” 


He stood, leaving the group of screaming, writhing figures. They slowly shrank, one by one, sinking to their 
knees as their legs collapsed into sand and dust, hands, arms, mouths and eyes filtering away like a draining 
hourglass. Joshua smiled and turned his back on them, on the Fun Machine, on De La Luna It was over. The 


wages had been paid, and his conscience was clear. 
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Oli watched from the truck as the ferris wheel began to sway, holding a hand to his eyes and letting out a 


long, low whistle. 


"Hey..hey, look at that..she's gonna fall." he nudged Long's shoulder, pointing back towards the carnival. Long 
ignored him, his eyes still fixed on the gates. 


Joshua had told them it would be fine. He had a plan, he knew what to do. Dean would be fine, and Troy would 
be stopped. They had left for the gate, trusting that he knew the situation better than they did. But still.. 


"Long." Chris frowned, leaning forward from where he sat in the back of the truck. They'd found her as they'd 
left her, sitting outside the gates of the carnival, albeit a little dustier than before. 


It Il be fine. | get the feeling he's a pretty competent guy, you know, and..oh, fuck.look!” 

Long lifted his eyes, watching as the huge, flag-covered wheel began to fall. It tipped sideways, grinding against 
its iron braces, before tumbling to the ground. Just before it hit, a ripple ran through the structure and the 
entire thing turned to sand, a giant sculpture hanging in mid-air, before shattering. Lost in the desert, nothing 
more than sand and dust. It hit the carnival like a chain reaction, tents suddenly disappearing, fading into 
nothing. A shout sounded from inside the gates, and on the crest of what looked like a huge wave of sand, ran 


Dean. 


"Fuck!" Long shouted, half-frightened, half-relieved. He wrapped an arm around Dean as soon as he grew close 


enough, scooping him into the bed of the truck and holding him close against his chest. 


"You okay?" he gasped, arms wound so tightly around Dean's torso that he could hardly speak. Dean nodded, 
pushing away long enough to bang on the cab of the truck, signaling for him to rev the engine. 


‘lm fine..l'm fine, | am, we need to go..now:" 
"Wait!" Oli called, leaning back and shouting through the rear window. "What about Joshua?" 
Dean hesitated, only briefly, before shaking his had and shrinking back against Long's chest. 


‘lm sorry. He told me.he told me to tell you we had to leave, that he was sorry, and.he took care of it, he 


took care of it all. Troy's dead, Mikey too..it's all over." 


Oli nodded, silent and stunned, leaning back through and slamming the truck into drive. It lurched forward, the 


wheels spinning in the sand, before moving away and back towards the road. 


"He's..he's gone? All of it?" Chis whispered, clinging to the side of the truck, watching Dean with dark, sad eyes. 
Dean nodded. 


"He was a part of it. Just like everyone else. | guess he just got sick of it all.” 

Chris nodded, wrapping his arms tightly around his waist, looking back in the direction of De La Luna. The 
carnival was fading quickly, consumed by a huge mound of sand. All he could make out, as the truck sped 
further away, were bright spires of polished copper, standing proudly, silent against the backdrop of the 
desert. 

He closed his eyes, leaving Long and Dean to the comfort to be found with one another, resting his head 
against the back of the cab. A small, lilting tune was stuck, running through his mine like a track on a 


continuous loop. One note, lower and slow, joined by two faster, higher notes, over and over. 


In his mind, as the desert passed by on either side, driving back to civilization, the Fun Machine played on. 
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